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Abstract 
The most dramatic effect of the colonization process is that the colonized are forced to 
occupy multiple conflicting spaces. Since Aboriginal peoples are caught between traditional 
viewpoints and mainstream European thought, they struggle to find a space where they can 
negotiate their identity. Both Three Day Road and Monkey Beach depict the windigo and 
sasquatch / b 'gwus living in what Homi K. Bhabha refers to as a "liminal space" {Location of 
Culture, 36), and illustrate how both the windigo and sasquatch I b 'gwus are caught between the 
cultural understandings of both European descendants and Aboriginal peoples. By illuminating 
the roles of windigo and sasquatch/b 'gwus in both contemporary literature by Aboriginal writers 
and Aboriginal oral tradition, my thesis reflects my struggles with the tensions between 
Eurocentric concepts of knowledge, culture, and values of spirituality and diverse Aboriginal 
worldviews. 
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Introduction: 
In the fall of 2006,1 read Joseph Boyden's Three Day Road for the first time and my 
fascination with the novel was bom, and one year later, in the fall of 2007,1 was ensnared by the 
unique charms of Eden Robinson's Monkey Beach. The windigo and sasquatch/b 'gwus figures 
were particularly alluring and I found myself drawn to them more than anything else in the 
novels. Looking back, it was my unfamiliarity with these creatures that made them so appealing; 
they were mysterious and I was determined to unravel their mystery. In an interview with 
Martina Rossler, Lee Maracle aptly expresses her sentiment that "every time you look at 
someone else's culture, who you really see is yourself (123.) It did not take me long to realize 
the truth of her words. I was unaware, and now looking back, a little ashamed, of just how 
deeply ingrained my Eurocentric perspectives were until Aboriginal texts reflected them back at 
me; however, the perspective I originally brought to this thesis has actually helped me to grow as 
a scholar and as a person. If we are to understand why Eurocentric and Aboriginal worldviews 
collide, as Leroy Little Bear argues in "Jagged Worldviews Colliding," we need "to understand 
how the philosophy, values, and customs of Aboriginal cultures differ from those of Eurocentric 
cultures" (77). In a sense, this thesis reflects my struggles with the tensions between Eurocentric 
concepts of knowledge, culture, and values of spirituality and diverse Aboriginal worldviews. 
Even in the earliest stages of planning this thesis, I knew I could not approach the 
windigo and sasquatch/b 'gwus figures from just a literary perspective; I would have to go 
outside my usual boundaries. I endeavored to improve my knowledge of Aboriginal cultures and 
literature written by Aboriginal authors. While in this Aboriginal immersion, I read Jo-aim 
Archibald's novel Indigenous Storywork, and from a short story within its pages, "Coyote's 
Eyes," I discovered the metaphor which influenced, and continues to influence, my entire mode 
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of thinking. This story became my conceptual touchstone, my mantra, throughout both the 
research and writing of this thesis. In the story, because of his own foolishness Coyote becomes 
blind and wanders the world looking for new eyes. His travels lead him to cross paths with 
Mouse, who pities Coyote, and graciously gives one of his own eyes. Mouse's eye is much 
smaller than what Coyote is used to: "The new eye was so small it only let in a tiny amount of 
light. It was like looking at the world through a tiny little hole" (9). Coyote continues his travels, 
feeling desperately sorry for himself, when he comes across Buffalo. Like Mouse, Buffalo pities 
Coyote and donates an eye. Buffalo's eye is so large that "it let in so much light, Coyote was 
nearly blinded by the glare... [and] everything looked twice as large as it ordinarily did" (10). 
And so "Coyote was forced to continue his journey, staggering about with his mismatched eyes" 
(10). Terry Tafoya, the creator and storyteller of "Coyote's Eyes," shares a lesson concerning 
the importance of balance: "To be a whole human being (one might say a complete Coyote), one 
must learn to switch back and forth between the eyes of not only Mouse and Buffalo, but... all 
the other animals of legend" (qtd. in Indigenous Storywork, 10). To balance himself, Coyote 
must learn to see with new eyes; likewise, I must see from multiple perspectives, as parts of a 
greater whole, and balance my discussions about the windigo and sasquatch/b 'gwus 
appropriately. 
As a conceptual guide, Coyote's mismatched eyes teach me to continuously consider the 
complex and interconnected relationship(s) that exist between colliding worldviews. I interpret 
Coyote's smaller eye as a Eurocentric lens; the vision from this eye can be confining and I would 
not have progressed very far with this thesis looking at Three Day Road and Monkey Beach from 
such a narrow perspective. His larger eye represents diverse Aboriginal worldviews; this lens is 
extremely wide, too wide in fact, and I had to carefully pick and choose what to discuss and what 
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to omit. In other words, with respect to relevance and length restrictions for this thesis, I strove 
to find a place to present balanced discussions between the two worldviews. Whenever I reached 
a scholarly impasse, I took solace in Leroy Little Bear's sentiment, "No one has a pure 
worldview that is 100 percent Indigenous or Eurocentric; rather, everyone has an integrated 
mind, a fluxing and ambidextrous consciousness, a precolonized consciousness that flows into a 
colonized consciousness and back again" (85). I realized that as long as I engage the material in 
the texts and respond to other scholars, writers, and critics, I add my voice to the plethora of 
others in an active teleological consciousness. 
Chapter One establishes the literary groundwork and methodology for my research. I 
provide definitions of key terms concerned with literary analysis in colonial and post-colonial 
studies, postmodern studies, magic realism, and the Gothic. Homi K. Bhabha features 
prominently in this chapter because his approaches to post-colonial and race theories are 
essential to my methodology, especially his ideas about cultural translation, the Third Space as a 
site for negotiation, and hybridity. Bhabha's notions surrounding hybridity are particularly 
important because they draw attention to the connections between marginalized subjects and the 
power dynamics of identity formation. This chapter also draws on Linda Hutcheon's concepts of 
alternative histories, centre-periphery paradigm, representation, and genre border crossing, and 
Amaryll Chanady's conceptualization of magic realism that emphasizes its constitutive aspects, 
all of which allow the undermining of traditional Eurocentric homogenous narratives. I explore 
how the Gothic is used as a vehicle to aid postmodernism, post-colonialism, and magic realism 
to transgress traditional colonial binaries and boundaries. Finally, this chapter includes a 
discussion of the cultural roles of monsters in literature, with respect to Three Day Road and 
Monkey Beach. 
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The second chapter is an inquiry into windigo figure, illuminating multiple facets as both 
a spiritual creature and mental disturbance, or the famed 'windigo psychosis.' My research 
directed me not only to fictional literature, like Tomson Highway's Kiss of the Fur Queen, but 
also to several anthropological sources and translations of Aboriginal oral stories. The chapter 
begins with an anthropological look at the windigo, from the writings of Jennifer Brown and 
Robert Brightman, and then shifts to a discussion concerning communal fear, contagion, 
cannibalism, transgression, transformation, and the loss of humanity. I provide examples from 
translated Cree oral stories, Norman Howard's Where the Chill Came From, to bridge the 
dialogue from anthropology to Aboriginal perspective and to lead into a discussion of Highway's 
employment of the windigo in Kiss of the Fur Queen. I question the validity of the 'windigo 
psychosis,' arguing the historical records and well-documented cases of 'windigo psychosis' are 
biased because they are written from a strictly Eurocentric perspective. I include a discussion on 
the similarities between the windigo and the werewolf to stress the importance of how 
werewolves became a touchstone for outsiders to understand the windigo. Finally, I explore the 
use(s) of the windigo and windigo-like figures in Joseph Boyden's Three Day Road especially 
Elijah Whiskeyjack and his role(s) as a windigo figure. 
In the third chapter, I focus on the ambiguity of the sasquatch/b 'gwus figure of Monkey 
Beach and its refusal to be categorized or caged within Eurocentric boundaries and discuss the 
numerous ways Robinson plays with the tensions between Eurocentric or Western and 
Aboriginal worldviews. The chapter is divided into two parts. The first section looks at the 
sasquatch/b 'gwus figure with respect to magic realism, post-colonialism, and the Gothic, and 
focuses on how Robinson uses aspects from each, alongside traditional Aboriginal stories, to 
subvert fixed colonial binaries, keeping the creature in defiance of borders, a mystery. The 
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second section spotlights Lisamarie's representation as an outsider from her community; her 
status as an outsider is important to her role(s) as a b 'gwus-like figure because her monster 
qualities or monstrosity aid her in resisting a colonially imposed identity, as both a woman and 
an Aboriginal person. To provide a more rounded view of b 'gwus, I explore traditional 
Aboriginal stories of female b'gwus figures, the 'land otter woman' or 'wealth woman' and 
T'sonoqua or the 'basket ogress.' Lastly, there is also a focus on interactions with the spiritual 
world, especially with Lisamarie, and passing down traditional knowledges, in the form of oral 
histories and stories. 
The final chapter investigates the many connections between stories, storytelling, 
teaching, writing, and re-writing history. Drawing from the writings of authors and critics like 
Lee Maracle, Gerald Vizenor, Winona Wheeler, and Kimberly Blaeser, I contemplate the 
changing nature of stories, from orality to textuality, and the effects such a transformation has on 
the storyteller and the audience. I argue for the importance of counter-narratives to challenge 
Eurocentric grand narratives by discussing the literary techniques Boyden, Robinson, and 
Highway use to counteract the (mis)representations of Aboriginal peoples in the past and re-
vision Canadian history. The narratives of loss of identity, both individual and communal, 
through a multitude of means associated with the effects of colonization permeate the primary 
texts; I explore the ways each text responds to these destructive forces. 
Both Three Day Road and Monkey Beach depict the windigo and sasquatch / b 'gwus 
living in what Homi K. Bhabha refers to as a "liminal space" (Location of Culture 36), and 
illustrate how both the windigo and sasquatch I b 'gwus are caught between the cultural 
understandings of both European descendants and Aboriginal peoples. The most dramatic effect 
of the colonization process is that the colonized are forced to occupy multiple conflicting spaces. 
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Since Aboriginal peoples are caught between traditional viewpoints and mainstream European 
thought, they struggle to find a space where they can negotiate their identity. By illuminating the 
roles of windigo and sasquatch/b 'gwus in both contemporary literature by Aboriginal writers and 
Aboriginal oral tradition, my thesis forms relationships outside of rigid power structures, and 
seeks connections between colliding worldviews. 
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"Most post-colonial cultures are now the result of hybridization." - Jean-Pierre Durix 
Chapter One: 
Post-Colonialism, Magic Realism, and the Cultural Role of Monsters 
Before delving into analyses and discussions of Three Day Road and Monkey Beach, and 
the figures windigo and sasquatch, some theoretical groundwork must be laid. As this thesis 
relies heavily on certain aspects of post-colonialism, postmodernism, magic realism, and the 
Gothic, some of the base concepts from these critical theories must be introduced and their 
respective relevance to the aforementioned texts discussed. To emphasize the importance of 
literary and cultural hybridity, I have chosen to use the hyphenated spelling for post-colonialism 
rather than the traditional non-hyphenated form, postcolonialism. In the eyes of some readers this 
attention to the spelling of a word may seem trivial; however, it is imperative that I situate 
myself and my writing from a very specific position. 
Prior to discussing post-colonialism, a brief introduction to imperialism and colonialism 
is necessary. Imperialism and colonialism are connected, but not identical. In Culture and 
Imperialism, Edward Said defines imperialism as "the practice, theory, and the attitudes of a 
dominating metropolitan centre ruling a distant territory" (8), while colonialism is "the 
implanting of settlements on a distant territory" (8). From Said's definition we can see a 
distinction between the two terms: imperialism is more of an ideological structure - the theory 
and attitudes of ruling an empire - while colonialism is a practical, physical enforcement of this 
ideology. Colonialism is, therefore, a direct consequence of imperialism. Bill Ashcroft, Gareth 
Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin state in Post-Colonial Studies that "colonialism could only exist at all 
by postulating that there existed a binary opposition into which the world was divided" (32). In 
other words, for colonialism to exist there must be an imbalance of power; this inequality stems 
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from the binary logic of imperialism, "a tendency in Western thought in general to see the world 
in terms of binary oppositions that establish a relation of dominance" (19). In a general sense, 
colonialism abounds in creating conflicting dichotomies with strict and restrictive boundaries. 
Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin state that binary opposition is "the most extreme form of 
difference possible" and such oppositions are "very common in the cultural construction of 
reality" (18). However, such binary systems are extremely problematic. Stephen Slemon reveals 
several flaws with binary systems. In "Unsettling the Empire: Resistance Theory for the Second 
World," he states the vastness of colonialism is the largest problem: "Colonialism, obviously, is 
an enormously problematical category: it is by definition trans-historical and unspecific, and it is 
used in relation to very different kinds of cultural oppression and economic control" (103). In 
"Magic Realism as Post-Colonial Discourse," he strengthens his argument by claiming binaries 
"can be seen as legacies of the colonial encounter: a condition of being both tyrannized by 
history yet paradoxically cut off from it, caught between absolute systems of blind cognition and 
projected realms of revision in which people have no control" (18). The aspects of being 
forgotten or removed from recorded history, personal and communal legacies of colonialism, and 
healing wounds from generations of life under imperial rule are recurring themes in this thesis 
and will be discussed in the chapters to follow. Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin argue binary 
systems "suppress ambiguous or interstitial spaces between the opposed categories" (18), 
effectively making any overlapping regions "impossible according to binary logic" (18). 
Post-colonial theory "disrupts the structural relations of the binary system itself, 
revealing the fundamental contradictions," and "uncovers the deep ambivalence of a structure of 
economic, cultural and political relations that can both debase and idealize, demonize and 
eroticize its subjects" (20). Slemon contends that post-colonialism has "a marked tendency to 
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blur when it tries to focus upon ambiguously placed or ambivalent material" and what follows 
behind this blurring is "the radical ambivalence of colonialism's middle ground" (104). Indeed, 
much post-colonial theory is dedicated to dismantling binary systems and eradicating all forms 
of colonialist power: decolonization. Slemon maintains that being caught in the proverbial 
middle becomes "a way of mediating between binary terms, of crossing the borders between 
them and thus beginning the process of breaking them down" (19). 
In his works concerning identity politics, Said exposes the power mechanics of colonial 
domination; he reveals how colonial powers constructed their identities (Self) in opposition to 
the colonized (Other). In Understanding Postcolonialism, Jane Hiddleston provides a summary 
of Said's definition of the Self and Other: "The Orient for Said is the conglomeration of images 
and forms that stand for Europe's other, and the colonialist creates his position of mastery and 
dominance over that other by claiming to define, categorize and know its difference from the 
self (77). In other words, the Self is defined in contrast to the Other; where the Other is foreign, 
'uncivilized,' and mysterious, the Self must be domestic, civilized, and familiar. The Self/Other 
dichotomy becomes a paradigm for colonizer/colonized, master/slave, centre/margin binaries -
wherein, the common trait is a gross imbalance of power. The colonizers, as represented in both 
Canadian history and fiction, are Western European imperialists - from England but also, to a 
lesser degree, France - seeking adventure, fame, and fortune in a new and 'savage' land; their 
counterparts, the colonized, are the diverse Aboriginal peoples inhabiting the land. The 
European colonizers considered themselves civilized and therefore superior and took it upon 
themselves to civilize both the inferior Aboriginal peoples and the wildness of the landscape 
itself. In other words, the relationships between colonizer and colonized reflect the imperialistic 
attitude of the former. Needless to say, when a European mother culture and various Aboriginal 
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'alien' cultures clash and cannot peacefully coexist, there is great friction and contestation. For 
instance, in a Canadian context, colonization created conflict between an existing, Aboriginal, 
pre-contact, pre-colonial identities and an imposed identity fabricated by the colonizer. 
Colonization suppressed Aboriginal identity so its recovery becomes essential for cultural 
survival. This continuous struggle for personal and communal identity is represented in both 
Three Day Road and Monkey Beach. For example, monsters (and I use the term loosely here) 
such as the windigo and sasquatch are caught between conflicting perspectives, and thus, there 
are conflicting interpretations, both within and outside Canadian literature. 
In his work, Said builds upon Michel Foucault's discourses concerning the subaltern, 
power relations, repression, and surveillance in Madness and Civilization, History of Sexuality, 
and Discipline and Punish and applies them to the mechanics of colonialism. Hiddleston 
declares that Foucault's discussion of surveillance, "the control of behaviour and the drive to 
categorize those whose behaviour exceeds or transgresses the law will serve Said as a model for 
the management of the colonized other" (80). The notions of excess and transgression will 
appear time and again in this thesis, especially in Chapter Two, where I explore how excess can 
lead to cultural transgression, taboo (or 'going windigo'), and the subsequent punishment(s) for 
cette transgression. I will also actively engage excess and transgression in my discussions of 
magic realism, the fantastic, and the Gothic. But for now, the focus will be on the need of the 
Self to control excess and transgression and categorize the Other. Foucault's perspectives in 
History of Sexuality, focusing on discourses of repression, marginality, and the racial other as 
methods to "contribute to the oppressive construction of ethnicity" (81) also prove fruitful for 
investigation into postcolonial theory. The idea of being ethnically 'marked' leads into the 
territory of Jacques Derrida's 'cultural difference,' continuing into the realm of the structure of 
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Western epistemology which places European perspectives at a proverbial centre and all other 
cultures on the margins. Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin contend that Imperial Europe (mainly 
Britain) became defined as the centre and everything outside that centre was at the margins of 
culture, power, and civilization. The colonial mission then was "to bring the margin into the 
sphere of influence of the enlightened centre" (32). Derrida's careful consideration of ethical 
and political contrasts greatly influenced post-colonial studies. Hiddleston believes Derrida 
points out the paradox in the division between the Self and the Other in Writing and Difference: 
"if being is being divided it must also be at once Same and Other, and the opposition collapses" 
(109). She also contends Derrida's greatest contribution is his "understanding of the 
simultaneous division and complicity between a conception of something like territorial politics 
and the ethical critique of totalitarianism" (112). Moreover, his dynamic approach to theory - as 
being in a constant state of flux and ever-ready to negotiate the political and ethical minefield -
sparks discussion and criticism from many other philosophers and literary critics. 
Homi K. Bhabha draws considerably on post-structuralist thought, including Derrida, and 
his discussions on colonialism and post-colonialism are equally ambivalent and resistant to 
dichotomies/opposing binaries/polarities. For instance, in "DissemiNation," Bhabha claims that 
revealing the margin of the nation-space "contests claims to cultural supremacy" and what 
emerges is "the in-between spaces through which the meanings of a cultural and political 
authority are negotiated" (4). In "Cultural Diversity and Cultural Differences," Bhabha states 
that "cultures are never unitary in themselves, nor simply dualistic in relation to the Self and the 
Other" (207), suggesting a more complex relationship. He builds upon Derrida's writings and 
gives us his perspective on the ultimate goal of cultural difference: "The aim of cultural 
difference is to re-articulate the sum of knowledge from the perspective of the signifying 
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singularity of the 'other' that resists totalization" (312). Totalization or absolute authority of 
knowledge and cultures are called into question in the ambivalent Third Space: meaning can be 
changed and translated anew, opening the door for further discussions and greater understanding. 
Knowledge is constantly fluctuating; logically then, pre-existing forms of meaning are changing 
too. We should question the presupposed right of European perspectives on accumulating 
knowledge to invalidate and disregard other non-traditional methods of acquiring knowledge. 
Deborah McGreggor believes that in order to understand indigenous knowledge (IK), one 
must first understand the Aboriginal worldview. In "Coming Full Circle: Indigenous 
Knowledge, Environment, and Our Future," she states that is important to understand "that in the 
Aboriginal worldview, knowledge comes from the Creator and from Creation itself. Many 
stories and teachings are gained from animals, plants, the moon, the stars, water, wind, and the 
spirit world. Knowledge is also gained from vision, ceremony, prayer, intuitions, dreams, and 
personal experience" (388). Such bodies of knowledge have been built up by groups of 
Aboriginal peoples living in close proximity to nature, passed down the generations for 
thousands of years, long before coming into contact with European imperialists, and are still 
passed on in the various Aboriginal communities. This discussion points to post-structural 
theorist Jean-Francois Lyotard's thoughts on the "Grand Narratives of history" and the 
legitimacy of knowledge. In the introduction to The Postmodern Condition, Lyotard states that 
"science has always been in conflict with narratives" and when "judged by the yardstick of 
science, the majority of them prove to be fables" (xxiii). However, in his discussion Lyotard 
recognizes a paradox: "Scientific knowledge cannot know and make known that it is the true 
knowledge without resorting to the other, narrative, kind of knowledge, which from its point of 
view is no knowledge at all" (29). At the heart of this quotation are an unstable definition of 
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knowledge and a sense of illegitimacy concerning knowledge which is derived in non-scientific 
ways. McGreggor's statement clearly illustrates the friction between science and culture, the 
written word and orality, rationality and spirituality, just to name a few. 
In "DissemiNation," Bhabha argues that "cultural difference marks the establishment of 
new forms of meaning, and strategies of identification, through processes of negotiation where 
no discursive authority can be established without revealing the difference itself (313). Again 
he invokes a site for negotiation and subsequent identity implosion, a resistance to universality or 
totality. The resistance to complete unification in both "Cultural Diversity and Cultural 
Differences" and "DissemiNation" points to the implosion of the opposition between the Self 
and Other. The aspect of cultural difference becomes of the utmost importance in the creation of 
hybridity and subsequent subversion of colonial power and dominance. In "Signs Taken for 
Wonders," Bhabha argues "hybridity is the re[e]valuation of the assumption of colonial identity" 
and "displays the necessary deformation and displacement of all sites of discrimination and 
domination" (34). In order to dismantle existing colonial power structures, creation of a new, 
hybrid space for the purpose of re-evaluating the structures themselves is necessary. For 
Bhabha, hybridity is the name for "the strategic reversal of the process of domination through 
disavowal" (34). He argues that hybridity creates ambivalence which works to unsettle and 
subvert the balance of power between post-colonial dichotomies like the Self/Other and 
colonizer/colonized. Bhabha states: 
If the effect of colonial power is seen to be the production of hybridization rather than the 
noisy command of colonialist authority or the silent repression of native traditions, then 
an important change of perspective occurs. It reveals the ambivalence at the source of 
traditional discourses on authority and enables a form of subversion, founded on that 
uncertainty, that turns the discursive conditions of dominance into the grounds of 
intervention. (35, my italics) 
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The change in perspective reveals a sense of awareness to the presence of colonial power and 
authority; however, questioning the validity of cette power is where hybridization really comes 
into play. Ideally hybridity should be productive, what Bhabha calls 'performative,' and 
therefore, resistant to the stagnation of colonial polarities. Armed with recognition and use of 
hybridity, we find ways to work around the well-defined and contentious boundaries of colonial 
discourses and practices. 
As Bhabha explains in "DissemiNation," hybridity is the medium "through which all 
forms of cultural meaning are open to translation because their enunciation resists totalization" 
(314). For Bhabha, cultural difference "addresses the jarring of meanings and values generated 
in-between" and "represents the process of cultural interpretation formed in the perplexity of 
living, in the disjunctive, liminal space" (312). The references to 'in-between' and 'liminal 
space' clearly illustrates a space for hybridity to exist, a hybrid or Third Space. Bhabha explains 
the Third Space as a place for the exchange, interpretation, and translation of cultural meaning: 
"The production of meaning requires that these two spaces [between the I and the You or 
Self/Other] be mobilized in the passage through a Third Space" (208). I apply this concept to 
Three Day Road and Monkey Beach because I consider their interpretation through the lens of 
the Third Space to be fruitful and productive. Both Three Day Road and Monkey Beach depict 
the windigo and sasquatch living in this hybrid or Third Space and interpretation/meaning of 
these creatures is tied to and dependant on their inhabitance of the Third Space. In Chapters Two 
and Three, I will illustrate in detail how both the windigo and sasquatch are caught between the 
cultural understandings of both European descendants and First Nations peoples and how the 
Third Space provides grounds for discussion and understanding. The importance of the Third 
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Space lies with its ability to act as a catalyst for the production of hybridized, cross-cultural 
meaning. Bhabha goes on to say that the intervention of the Third Space "makes the structure of 
meaning and reference an ambivalent process" and this ambivalent intervention "challenges our 
sense of the historical identity of culture as a homogenizing, unifying force" (208) because 
cultural significations, and, therefore, meaning have no sense of unity or totality. The 
ambivalence of the Third Space provides the perfect arena for subverting the Grand Narratives, 
creating new interpretations, and cultural exploration in general. For this reason Bhabha declares 
in "Cultural Diversity and Cultural Differences" that the in-between or Third Space "carries the 
burden of culture" (209). Furthermore, exploration of the Third Space allows us to "elude the 
politics of polarity and emerge as the others of our selves" (209), allowing for the dismantling of 
the Self/ Other binary. 
Post-colonialism and postmodernism share certain concerns, in this case the muteness of 
marginalized cultures, flushing out and subverting past contradictions, and giving voice to those 
who were previously silenced by the dominant culture. For Linda Hutcheon, postmodern novels 
are another tool to help us understand our past. In the preface to The Canadian Postmodern, 
Hutcheon states that Canadian postmodern novels "admit openly they are fiction, but suggest that 
fiction is just another means by which we make sense of our world (past and present)" (x-xi). 
She contends that Canadian authors must first "deconstruct British social and literary myths in 
order to redefine their colonial history" (6), suggesting a breaking from European perspectives, 
and myths created by the empirical centre, is necessary to re-discover our history. However, the 
aspect of subverting the past should not suggest that the European philosophical centre and 
margins, or periphery, simply exchange places. Postmodern texts like Three Day Road and 
Monkey Beach use literary techniques such as multiple narratives or meta-narratives, continuous 
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shifting from past to present, and purposeful juxtapositions to undermine a homogeneity of 
European Grand Narrative, supporting the writing-back project, an effective post-colonial 
strategy. In other words, postmodern literary strategies provide a means for counter-discursive 
practices developed and utilized by Aboriginal authors. In addition, these strategies provide a 
channel for social, cultural, and individual identity reclamation and historical appropriation or 
redress of past wrong-doings or erasures. 
We must recognize that fiction does not exist in a vacuum and the politics of social 
commentary are inescapable for many Canadian novelists. Hutcheon puts it aptly: "the act of 
making fiction is an unavoidably ideological act, that is, a process of creating meaning with a 
social context" (10). Hutcheon calls historical novels with great social, political, and cultural 
impact "historiographic metafiction." She suggests these works are surrounded by an air of 
controversy: 
[They] are not quite historical novels in the traditional sense, for they are also very 
metafictional in their attention to the processes of writing, reading, and interpreting. They 
are both self-consciously fictional but also overtly concerned with the acts (and 
consequences) of the reading and writing of history as well as fiction. In other words, the 
aesthetic and the social, the present and the past, are not separable discourses in these 
novels. They represent a postmodern self-reflexivity that moves outward to the world 
beyond their borders - to history, biography, philosophy, religion, politics. (13-14) 
Fiction allows for the crossing many types of boundaries, and is a relatively safe place to broach 
controversial topics, but more importantly it has the power to draw attention to cultural genocide. 
For example, First Nations histories have all but been excluded from Canadian history. The lack 
of recognition of First Nations heroes after WWI was Joseph Boyden's inspiration for Three Day 
Road. Up until the publication of the novel, these heroic war veterans lived on only in the oral 
histories of their respective Nations, virtually forgotten by the general non-Aboriginal populace 
of Canada. Boyden uses postmodern strategies to raise awareness of the discrepancies in 
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Canadian history and encourage the inclusion of Aboriginal histories. Moreover, by using a 
postmodern multiple narrative structure in Three Day Road, he creates a competing discourse. 
Readers never see the world through the lens of British or French settlers, only from the point of 
view of the novel's protagonists Niska Bird and her nephew Xavier. Sometimes readers can 
become lost in time in the various narratives of the novel because they are continuously shifting 
back and forth through time; from the quiet narration of the past by an adult Niska to the war-
torn narratives of Xavier to the narratives of child Niska, it can be quite challenging to maintain a 
sense of temporal stability. Robinson's Monkey Beach can be even more challenging to discern 
past from present because the narrative seamlessly shifts from one to the other and back again. 
In Monkey Beach, Haisla viewpoints dominate, prompting Jennifer Andrews to comment that 
"Robinson's narrative conveys the sense that whatever disorder or confusion the characters 
experience is a result of their negotiating the often jarring juxtapositions of Native and non-
Native viewpoints" (10). 
Jean-Pierre Durix believes there are some discrepancies about writing back to re-claim 
the past. In Mimesis, Genres and Post-Colonial Discourse, he states: "Roots and origins are 
always imaginary, even more so when the ground of inheritance in which these roots are planted 
has suffered depreciation by comparison with the ruling models usually imported by the colonial 
or neo-colonial power" (143). According to colonial discourse, Aboriginal peoples exist on the 
margins, and, therefore, are excluded from the dominant culture. Durix is not invalidating 
orality, the oral histories passed down the generations of Aboriginal peoples, but rather points 
out its disprivileged position in comparison to established colonial discourses. He shifts focus, 
emphasizing a re-clamation of tragedy in their own words: 
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When the conquered [colonized] people finally summed up enough courage to speak and 
write about their experiences openly, they aimed at giving their own version of what 
happened to their people. This does not mean that they 're-claimed their past', as some 
over-simplifications would lead us to believe. This cannot be done. But at least they 
sought to re-possess it in imaginative terms, to articulate the trauma of conquest and 
deprivation so that at least that part of their collective memory be not confiscated 
entirely. They reclaimed the tragic history as their own, in their own terms, and not 
through stereotyped representations vehicled by colonial propaganda. (156) 
The idea of Aboriginal peoples absorbing past tragedies and claiming them as history on their 
own terms further suggests that Aboriginal knowledge is dynamic, ever-changing. Writing down 
or speaking about past tragedies can be considered cathartic, a way for Aboriginal peoples to 
purge themselves of those tragedies. In the 1980s and 1990s, a large body of writing emerged 
about the atrocities which occurred at Residential schools across Canada; these narratives 
provided an outlet for individuals and entire communities to come to terms with and attempt to 
heal through the effects of these institutions. Gerald Vizenor calls such writings "narratives of 
survivance" (44). These actual accounts influenced fiction; Tomson Highway's novel Kiss of the 
Fur Queen was published and received widespread attention and praise. Highway's inclusion of 
the windigo, which some critics have called a creature of the Fantastic, into the story 
transgressed the accepted norms of fiction; however, from a magic realist perspective, the 
windigo is not Fantastic at all, it is just a part of the narrative. 
Though it seems like a contradiction in terms, magic realism opens up a space for identity 
negotiation. In Magical Realism and the Fantastic, Amaryll Beatrice Chanady describes magic 
realism as being characterized by "two conflicting, but autonomously coherent, perspectives, 
based on an 'enlightened' and rational view of reality, and the other on the acceptance of the 
supernatural as part of everyday reality" (21-22). It is difficult to conceive of the "real" as a 
single world with a single set of rules or laws, yet Eurocentric canons often do just this. In 
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magic realism, the supernatural or fantastic is not presented as problematic. Chanady states that 
the main issue with contradiction is not the narrative but the attitude of the reader. She says 
"there is no need to resolve a contradiction, since the events are not perceived as contradictory 
within the framework of the narrative. What is contradictory is the attitude which the reader must 
adopt" (106). The reader notes the conflicting world views, the rational with the irrational, the 
real and the supernatural, and needs to accept the contradiction. Firstly, just because it is situated 
in the realm of fiction, readers should not expect the world of fiction to always conform to the 
conventional Western view of reality. Secondly, conflicting perspectives are acceptable in any 
narrative so long as they are contained within the perceptual philosophical codes of the author or 
narrator. The supernatural is presented just like the natural in a magic realist text because in 
many cases both the natural and the supernatural are "focalized by a culture which does not 
distinguish between the real and the imaginary. Their dreams and myths are as real to them as the 
actual events taking place around them" (114). With the possible exception of those converted to 
Christianity, there is no boundary between the natural and the supernatural within Aboriginal 
belief structures; dreams, spiritual journeys, hallucinations, and stories are all a part of healthy 
culture. Chanady warns that magic realism should not be defined specifically as "the 
juxtaposition of a realist world and an unbelievable one that only exists in the dreams and 
hallucinations of strange characters" (29). 
Chanady does make one statement to which I take some exception: "The presence of the 
supernatural is often attributed to the primitive or 'magical' Indian mentality, which coexists 
with European rationality" (19, my italics). I object to her use of the word primitive because it is 
dangerously close to 'uncivilized' and 'savage,' implying a lack of proper development. 
However, I assume the point of using such a word is to maintain the dichotomy just long enough 
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for magic realism to dissolve it. Perhaps the non-existence of the boundary between the natural 
and supernatural, the real and the unreal is what makes magic realist writings hard for non-
Aboriginal readers to comprehend. It can be very difficult to understand the workings of a 
different mentality without comparing, criticizing, or analyzing it. Chanady warns against 
psychoanalysis and symbolic analysis being the only methods of interpreting a magic realist text: 
"Many magico-realist stories and novels lend themselves to a psychoanalytical interpretation, or 
a symbolical analysis. But this is a secondary level of meaning.... It should not overshadow the 
literal level" (105). It is a word of caution against clinging to a European mindset when reading 
and deconstructing magic realist texts; readers must be prepared to let go and seek alternative 
methods of understanding. In Slemon's words, the separate narrative modes in magic realist 
fiction "never manage to arrange themselves into any kind of hierarchy" (11). No form of 
structural hierarchy means each separate narrative is equally important. Readers must be willing 
"to suspend any notions of what is possible or impossible, and participate actively in the ludic 
creation of an absurd, yet ordered, perspective" (Chanady 120, my italics). Magic realist authors 
create convincing world views in their texts which are very different from Eurocentric 
perspectives; therefore, I do not object to Chanady's usage of the terms ludic and absurd. Very 
rarely will a magic realist or postmodern text present a satisfactory rational conclusion, 
preferring instead to deny a happy or closed ending, choosing ambiguity. For instance, the 
ending of Robinson's Monkey Beach is very ambiguous; readers are left wondering if Lisamarie 
lives or dies. 
Chanady believes that in the world of magic realism all things are possible: "In the world 
of magic, there is no boundary between the real and the unreal, because everything can become 
real. The impossible can be done, and the preposterous becomes ordinary" (117). Anything 
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being possible and no solid boundaries between the real and unreal insinuates there must be a 
vehicle other than magic realism at work to create the desired effects. The Gothic provides 
ambiguity and, therefore, allows for the transgression of boundaries. The function of the Gothic 
in Three Day Road and Monkey Beach is instrumental in enhancing transgression and the erosion 
of boundaries and colonial binaries implemented through postmodernist and magic realist 
strategies. Fred Botting declares that Gothic "condenses the many perceived threats to 
[enlightenment and humanist] values, threats associated with supernatural and natural forces, 
imaginative excesses and delusions, religious and human evil, social transgression, mental 
disintegration and spiritual corruption" (2). Such condensation produces an undeniable feeling 
of 'uncanny,' which Sigmund Freud defines as "related to what is frightening - to what arouses 
dread and horror," and because the word is rarely used in any definable sense, "it tends to 
coincide with whatever excites fear in general" (219). In other words, the 'uncanny' is 
concerned with the aesthetics of creating fear or uneasiness. And ambivalence can create fear. 
Botting describes the ambivalent nature of the Gothic as essential to transgressing traditional 
boundaries: 
Gothic is an inscription neither of darkness nor of light, a delineation neither of reason 
and morality nor of superstition and corruption, neither good nor evil, but both at the 
same time. Relations between real and fantastic, sacred and profane, supernatural and 
natural, past and present, civilised and barbaric, rational and fanciful, remain crucial to 
the Gothic dynamic of limit and transgression. (9) 
With all this excess and uncertainty, it is no wonder that in Gothic or quasi-Gothic novels, 
ambivalence and uncertainty obscure any single meaning, producing instead a multitude of 
possible interpretations. One single interpretation can never arise: this is exactly the reason why 
the examination of Gothic conventions can illuminate in novels like Three Day Road and 
Monkey Beach. Botting writes that "the uncanny renders all boundaries uncertain" and "often 
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leaves readers unsure whether narratives describe psychological disturbance or wider upheavals 
within formations of reality and normality" (11). Readers must question everything in Gothic 
fiction: nothing is concrete. The inclusion of the Gothic forces readers to think differently, to 
switch mindsets and see a host of new, previously un-thought of perspectives. 
Cynthia Sugars and Gerry Turcotte approach the use of the Gothic in post-colonial 
Canadian literature from a different perspective. In the introduction to Unsettled Remains, they 
claim that "a more recent strain of gothic literature in Canada has been less preoccupied with an 
overtly externalized and alien sense of gothic otherness that is 'out there' and more concerned 
with an interiorized psychological experience of gothic 'uncanniness' and illegitimacy" (ix). 
The Gothic transforms from an externalized fear to an internalized communal sense of colonial 
guilt on the part of non-Aboriginal peoples; that is, the specter of a colonial past haunts Canadian 
fiction. Sugars and Turcotte go on to claim that if Canada's colonial past is inherently unsettling, 
"this might suggest that tropes of the Gothic and uncanny are especially useful in figuring 
Canadians' ambivalent relation to their past and present" (xvi). For Sugars and Turcotte, the 
post-colonial Gothic is a literature of excess "preoccupied with the fringes, the unspoken, the 
peripheral, and the cast aside" and is populated with "monsters and outcasts, villains and victims, 
specters and the living dead" (xv). These post-colonial Gothic tropes derive from the traditional 
ones: excess or transgression, specters or ghosts, hauntings, dreams, hallucinations, supernatural 
creatures/monsters, doubles or doppelgangers, and vast or oppressive settings. Here again we 
return to the notions of excess and transgression. Not only are they applicable to the literary 
form itself, the narrative and novel structures, but to social and cultural excesses and 
transgressions. 
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The ambiguity of the Gothic works with magic realism and postmodernism in 
dismantling binaries. When read as post-colonial discourse, Slemon says "magic realism can be 
seen to provide a positive and liberating response to the codes of imperial history and its legacy 
of fragmentation and discontinuity" (21). He argues magic realist texts have a unique ability, 
providing an escape from dominant power structures: 
enabling strategies for the future require revisioning the seemingly tyrannical units of the 
past in a complex and imaginative double-think of 'remembering the future.' This 
process, they tell us, can transmute the 'shreds and fragments' of colonial violence and 
otherness into new 'codes of recognition' in which the dispossessed, the silenced, and the 
marginalized of our own dominating systems can again find voice. (21) 
Finding lost voices, especially Aboriginal voices, is no easy task. Boyden, Robinson, and 
Highway use a combination of strategies to accomplish their respective goals; one common trait 
is the inclusion of 'monsters' - the windigo and sasquatch - into their narratives. I would like to 
discuss the word monster, the implications it has on personal interpretation, and its roles in 
Canadian fiction and Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cultures. 
The traditional definition of a monster is some sort of mythic or legendary animal 
combining the features of animal and human in a grotesque fashion, having a wicked or 
malicious nature that frightens people. A few notable monsters from various European myths 
include the hydra, werewolf, vampire, griffin, and giants, among others. We must ask the 
question: What role do monsters play in Canadian fiction? Carole Hendersen Carpenter 
illustrates the challenge of colonial dichotomies, the friction between colonizers and the 
colonized, and what she believes is the true role of monsters in Canadian literature. In "Cultural 
Role of Monsters in Canada," she states: 
Certainly, British cultural tradition - which has been so influential in Canada - seems to 
dichotomize civilization and savagery, settlement and wilderness, the controlled and the 
uncontrollable. The monsters in Canada, then, represent the antithesis of the culture the 
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British sought to foster here - the beasts are negative; civilization is positive. The 
monsters personify the uncivilized and the underdeveloped in Canada and are the 
indication of the beliefs held by Canadians and foreigners alike that the country is, to an 
extent, primitive or undercivilized. (103, my italics) 
According to Carpenter, monsters personify 'otherness,' the inverse or antithesis of British 
culture; at the same time, her use of words like uncivilized, underdeveloped, and primitive 
reveals the British presupposed imperialist attitude towards the Aboriginal inhabitants of Canada. 
If the Aboriginal peoples were indeed uncivilized, underdeveloped, and primitive, it fell upon 
British settlers, especially missionaries, to make them civilized. This era of what many scholars 
refer to as the 'cultural assimilation' of Aboriginal peoples is reflected in both Three Day Road 
and Monkey Beach. Boyden and Robinson include fictionalized accounts of atrocities occurring 
in Residential schools, divisions between the old and new generations of First Nations peoples, 
and the loss of Aboriginal languages and traditional knowledges. I will return to this idea of 
'cultural assimilation' many times throughout this thesis. 
Carpenter differentiates between the attitudes of the British and the French, hinting that 
French settlers may have had a slightly smoother and less dichotomized relationship with 
Aboriginal peoples. She affirms my assumption a short time later in her article: "The French 
settlers in Canada seem to have had a more realistic view than their British counterparts of the 
native people and their natural milieu and to have developed a healthy respect for both. Certain 
commonalities of world view between French Canadians and the native people emerged, 
especially a dualistic view of the natural world" (104). Aboriginal peoples found more common 
ground with French settlers than their British counterparts. The balance of power between 
colonizer (French) and colonized (Aboriginals) is not equal, but perhaps a little lighter and less 
rigid on the side of the former. 
Smith 25 
Aboriginal peoples resisting the process of colonization, preferring to keep their own 
cultural ways, are called monsters by their British imperial counterparts. This illuminates 
another definition of monster: a person who deviates from the accepted normal behaviours or 
expectations of society. In other words, monsters or monstrosities are cultural constructs. In 
Monkey Beach, Lisamarie deviates from acceptable societal behavior many times, earning 
herself the nickname monster. As a child she bites Frankie in the rear because he teases her 
relentlessly, but rather than apologizing when she is supposed to, she says, "you taste like poo" 
and is called "an evil little monster" (67). Of course biting a young boy on the rear and drawing 
blood can be considered uncivilized, thus realizing two connotations of monstrosity. 
For Aboriginal peoples, transgression from imposed European societal expectations and 
identities carries the promise of punishment, often quite severe. Any harkening back to the pre-
contact, old ways meant transgressors would be labeled as monsters and treated accordingly, 
especially in Residential schools. In Three Day Road, at Residential school, child Niska resists 
the nuns' attempts to impose a new identity upon her; she completely shaves her head, and as 
punishment is locked in a tiny basement room, alone, with virtually no sunlight, food, or water. 
One of the nuns calls her "devil" - the epitome of all Christian monsters - and Niska cannot help 
but smile (93). In Monkey Beach, Lisamarie refuses to read a passage about cannibalistic 
'Indians' from the northwest coast of British Columbia from the school textbook; upon seeing 
her teacher's disgust and seething anger, Lisamarie starts singing "Fuck the Oppressors," is 
promptly dragged to the principal's office, and sent home with a written warning. Her uncle 
Mick laminates and frames the teacher's note and nicknames her "my little warrior" (69). 
Michael Aimes attempts to bridge the two conflicting definitions of monster. In the 
Epilogue to Manlike Monsters on Trial he says, "it is easy to make a case for monsters being 
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inventions of culture; it is more difficult to demonstrate that they might also exist as creatures of 
nature, roaming real forests as well as the forests of the human mind" (301). Both perspectives 
must be true when considering the windigo and sasquatch figures; each has their own unique 
cultural implications but also physical and spiritual existence. In the following chapter, I will 
attempt to shed some light on the windigo figure, from colliding cultural, physical, spiritual, and 
metaphorical perspectives. 
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Obviously Windigos - in any form - are, or soon become, 'outsiders' whose behavior is a great threat to the 
community." - Norman Howard 
Chapter Two 
The Starving Windigo 
What is a windigo? The answer to this question is complicated because it requires us to 
see the windigo figure from multiple perspectives and in the framework of various schools of 
thought. In this chapter there are other spellings of windigo; they vary from author to author, but 
witiko and weendigo appear to be the most popular variations. Let us begin with a general 
examination of the windigo figure. 
Jennifer Brown and Robert Brightman provide a well-rounded definition of the windigo 
focusing on the aspects of spirituality and physical transformation caused by extreme northern 
weather conditions in combination with cultural transgression. In The Orders of the Dreamed, 
they state: 
The word 'windigo' refers to a spiritually powerful anthropomorphic monster that 
overcomes and feeds upon human beings. Although some windigos are seen as members 
of an autochthonous nonhuman race or class of harmful spirits, it is believed that many 
windigos were once human beings who were transformed into their monstrous condition 
by committing famine cannibalism, by dream predestination or spirit possession, or by 
death from freezing or starvation. (159) 
Brown and Brightman's contextualization that includes such terms as anthropomorphic -
ascribing human form or attributes to a non-human being - and autochthonous - pertaining to 
Aboriginal or indigenous - reveals a distinctly anthropological viewpoint. The description of 
the monster overcoming and feeding upon human beings serves two purposes; first, that it is 
hostile and violent, and, secondly, it is carnivorous. In addition, there is recognition of and a 
distinction between two different and conflicting perspectives on the windigo as a spiritual or 
supernatural being and as a physical transformation of humans into something inhuman. Does 
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the windigo have to occupy only one of these spaces? Can it exist in both? Or in multiple spaces 
at once? The passage also suggests that transgression from culturally accepted norms is 
punishable by an otherworldly justice. 
In the oral histories of the Algonquin, Cree, and Ojibwe nations, the windigo figure 
inspires a great amount of communal anxiety and fear. This communal fear is twofold: fear of 
cannibalistic practices and fear of contagion. What is most significant about windigo stories, 
according to Cynthia Sugars, is the "notion of infection, for the human who resorts to 
cannibalism in a sense becomes infected by bloodlust, and this acquired compulsion to 
cannibalize makes him/her a windigo" (79). Cannibalism is a severe transgression from accepted 
Aboriginal cultural norms; therefore, it is something of which to be terrified. Basil Johnston 
confirms this point in The Manitous: "What they [Aboriginal peoples] feared most in their 
desperation and the delirium induced by famine and freezing to death was to kill and eat human 
flesh to survive. Nothing was more reprehensible than cannibalism" (224). In the instance of the 
windigo, Carole Hendersen Carpenter illuminates that "the transgression may be merely one of 
thought, not action, since cannibalistic desires alone are considered antisocial and disgusting in 
the culture" (102). The desire to commit cannibalism is just as horrifying as the actual act. 
Cannibalism is the greatest transgression of all: it is unforgivable. Moreover, the fear that 
cannibalism, if not dealt with swiftly and severely, could spread, invoking a fear of contagion 
within the community. Underlying both the fear of cannibalism and fear of contagion is perhaps 
the most terrifying aspect of all: the loss of humanity. Eating human flesh is sufficient to 
produce what Brightman calls the "nonhuman condition" into which the witiko "degenerates and 
is thus directly associated with the loss of cultural characteristics" (Grateful Prey 142). 
Essentially, the witiko is the epitome of cultural loss, the loss of identity, and sadly, this loss 
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constitutes a non-cultural existence. Also, Johnston's passage refers to two factors commonly 
associated with cannibalism, famine and freezing to death. These are only two of many common 
traits present in much of the windigo lore; others include extremely harsh winter conditions, food 
shortages, starvation, and isolation from the community. A combination of just a few of these 
factors can cause an individual to 'go windigo,' essentially committing cannibalism and, thus, 
becoming a threat to the community. Brown and Brightman remark that "a person who 'goes 
windigo' initially retains a conventional appearance, but ultimately loses human identity and 
cultural knowledge" (59). I will discuss this wzW/go-related loss of identity and cultural 
knowledge in Three Day Road. 
Where Brown and Brightman focus more on the origins of the term windigo, Johnston 
gives a detailed description of the physical attributes of the creature itself: 
The Weendigo was a giant manitou in the form of a man or a woman, who towered five 
to eight times above the height of a tall man... it was afflicted with never-ending hunger 
and could never get enough to eat, it was always on the verge of starvation. The 
Weendigo was gaunt to the point of emaciation, its desiccated skin pulled tauntly over its 
bones. With its bones pushing out against its skin, its complexion the ash grey of death, 
and its eyes pushed back deep into their sockets, the Weendigo looked like a gaunt 
skeleton recently disinterred from the grave. (221) 
For Johnston the weendigo is a creature of death. This is a creature that is always hungry but can 
never eat its fill, condemned to be on the verge of starvation forever. It can "never requite either 
its unnatural lust for human flesh or unnatural appetite" (222) and can never "stop as animals do 
when bloated, unable to digest another morsel" or "sense as humans sense that enough is 
enough" (222). In essence, Johnston's weendigo is a creature of excess, of over-consumption, 
overindulgence, and lack of self-control. It is a creature that "exemplifies human nature's 
tendency to indulge its self-interests, which once indulged, demand even great indulgence and 
ultimately result in the extreme - the erosion of principles and values" (224). From Johnston's 
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perspective, we can see a lesson speaking to the importance of moderation, of avoiding 
selfishness. One must always be mindful of tomorrow, of next winter, and never take more than 
one's share: "Kegoh zaum. Baenukl [Think of others! Balance, moderation, self-control]" (222-
223). In Johnston's opinion, if men and women lived in moderation, "the Weendigo and his 
brothers and sisters would starve and die out" (223) but humans are just a little too intemperate 
for "the Weendigo to frighten them into deference" (223). This is a stem warning about the 
dangers of transgression and overindulgence. If one strays from accepted cultural norms, 
punishment and death or a living-death awaits the transgressor. Johnston says it is ironic that 
"the Weendigo preys upon and can only overcome ordinary human beings who, like itself, have 
indulged themselves to excess, and hence illustrates the lesson that excess preys and thrives on 
excess" (224). Transgression and excess breed more of their own and, sadly, the punishment is 
condemnation to the life of Johnston's weendigo. 
In his article "The Witiko: Algonkian Knowledge and Whiteman Knowledge," Richard 
Preston questions the term witiko and its colonial connotations. Unlike Johnston, Preston pities 
the witiko, telling us that it "embodies the transformative power of despair, the awful confusion 
of family and society for food, and the consequent loss of humanity" (127, my italics). It is at 
once fearsome and fearful, violent and remorseful, belonging somewhere and nowhere. He 
questions the origins of the witiko, saying that we imagine it "lost in space and time, in the boreal 
wilderness, waiting to grab the next hapless Algonkian that he can get his hands on" (118). But 
where does the witiko come from? Preston responds: "Why, he was from humans to begin with, 
but became separated, and liminal and... Oops!" (118). The phrase 'from humans' does not 
necessarily imply physical transformation; it could point to a more metaphorical birth from the 
spiritual beliefs of various Aboriginal cultures. Perhaps there is more "flexibility in the term 
Smith 31 
[witiko] than we have acknowledged" (127). This is Preston's warning against 
oversimplification or overgeneralizations of witiko. He asks: "Are we erecting a myth of 
inhuman savagery in order to rationalize colonial dominance over 'our' natives? Natives have 
long been defined as soulless beasts fit for the labour of colonial empire and perhaps for 
salvation" (115). I agree with his notion of European rationalization to express dominance over 
Aboriginal peoples, but more to the point, it highlights the association of Aboriginal peoples with 
savagery, soulless beasts, supporting a traditional colonial belief. By drawing attention to the 
savagery of Western warfare and deconstructing the stereotype of Aboriginal peoples as being 
warlike and bloodthirsty, Vikki Visvis advocates, in "Culturally Conceptualizing Trauma," that 
Three Day Road "undermines this assumption by redirecting it to European culture, revealing 
that this culture, in fact, creates an environment of bloodlust" (237). This should not suggest 
there is no violence in the Aboriginal communities of the novel - there is violence in every 
community - but merely that it is not inherent or assumed savagery. She discusses how Boyden 
undermines the discourse of Aboriginal savagery in Three Day Road: "the savagery of the 
Windigo is associated with white colonial culture (in the form of the First World War) and not 
exclusively with what is sometimes perceived as Aboriginal primitivism" (236, my italics). For 
Visvis, the windigo "reconceptualizes manifestations of trauma as an overwhelming event, a 
pyschopatholgical response, and an act of cultural imperialism, while it also reconceptualizes the 
ideological underpinnings of these cultural traumas, particularly the discourse of savagery" 
(225). This interpretation emphasizes the effects of trauma as a medium for cross-cultural 
dialogue, without sacrificing the critique of an assumed privileging of Eurocentric ideologies. 
Carolyn Podruchny has a different perspective. She points out that the stories of cannibal 
Smith 32 
monsters like the windigo "more often expressed the blurring of boundaries between animals and 
humans than they portrayed alien peoples as beasts" (685). 
In Grateful Prey, Robert Brightman directs our attention to the inhuman characteristics of 
the witiko as "usually solitary, traveling by itself and possessing neither relatives nor friends.... 
Second, in its fully developed condition, the witiko loses the ability to speak... When it 
encounters humans, the monster usually remains mute but sometimes emits grotesque and 
incomprehensible sounds" (146). This passage illustrates two common tropes and/or telltale 
signs of a witiko, solitary existence and the loss of speech, with both pointing to the loss of 
humanity. Granted, the loss of cognitive abilities such as speech also points towards mental 
instability or madness. In fact, Brightman says that witikos or people 'going witiko' exemplify 
three characteristics similar to madness: "First, they lose control over their own behavior... 
Second, the witiko's cannibal acts were so monstrous that Crees say only an insane person would 
commit them... [Third, it suffers] hallucinations in which it perceives humans as game animals" 
(146-14, my italics). At this point, it is more important to recognize these characteristics as 
deviations from the normal behaviours in Aboriginal cultures rather than symptoms of what 
Western medicine calls mental illness. 
In Norman Howard's Where the Chill Came From, a collection of traditional Cree 
windigo tales translated from Cree to English, all windigo narratives and stories revolve around 
harsh winters, a lack of available game, leading to famine and starvation. Howard admits, 
"Windigo is a conspirator with starvation. Since starvation (especially in the winter) in Cree 
regions is always a possibility, so is an encounter with Windigo" (3). In the Swampy Cree 
culture, a windigo is a giant with "a heart made of ice, who preys on Indian people" (4) and 
melting the icy heart is the only way to kill it. In one tale, "The Tempting Broth Windigo," hot 
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broth is used to melt the icy heart, while in another, "The Tree-Anger Windigo," a heated piece 
of copper on the end of a birch staff is plunged into a windigo's heart. The weasel appears in 
many stories, including "The Kettle Mouths Windigo," "The Shrinking Chill Windigo," and 
"The Swallowing Tracks Windigo" as the animal-slayer, entering the windigo's body through 
either the throat or anus to eat the windigo from the inside out. Windigos can use the elements of 
snow and wind to isolate their prey from the community, making them easy pickings. In "The 
Childhood Foxes Windigo," the windigo enlists help from a fox to trap and lure hunters and 
villagers to their deaths, while in "The Owl-Famine Windigo," the windigo sends an owl for the 
same purpose. Most, if not all, narratives end with the windigo's death. Howard believes each 
story "reestablishes, at least temporarily, the equilibrium of the threatened Cree village as 
opposed to the chaos and starvation caused by the Windigo" (5). The defeat of the windigo 
alleviates the communal fear at least for a time: the hunters are no longer the hunted. 
Visvis argues "the dark connotations associated with the Windigo lend themselves to a 
correlation with trauma" (227) and this, in combination with a discourse of violence and 
savagery, is why the windigo is "often relied upon to rationalize the cultural trauma of 
assimilation in Indigenous societies" (225). The prime example of cultural assimilation was the 
forced enrollment of Aboriginal children into the Residential School system, a strong theme in 
both Three Day Road and Kiss of the Fur Queen. In Kiss of the Fur Queen, the windigo is a 
metaphor for sexual abuse and human greed. The protagonists of the story, Champion-Jeremiah 
and Dancer-Gabriel Okimasis, are forced to attend the Birch Lake Residential School where they 
are both victims of sexual abuse. The abuser is Father LaFleur, the headmaster of the school. 
Champion-Jeremiah suffers sexual abuse at the school before his brother is old enough to be 
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enrolled, but the abuse only gets worse when Dancer-Gabriel arrives. Champion-Jeremiah 
remembers one particular evening when Father LaFleur visits the boys' dormitory: 
Gabriel was not alone. A dark, hulking figure hovered over him, like a crow. Visible only 
in silhouette, for all Jeremiah knew it might have been a bear devouring a honey-comb, 
or the Weetigo feasting on human flesh. ... When the beast reared its head, it came face 
to face, not four feet away, with that of Jeremiah Okimasis. The whites of the beast's 
eyes grew large, blinked once. Jeremiah stared. It was him. Again. (79) 
This is an unsettling passage. Father LaFleur is shrouded in darkness, creating a disconcerting 
atmosphere, which readers should extend to the priest himself. First described as a carrion bird, 
then as a bear devouring honey, finally leading up to a beast, Father LaFleur is not a pious man 
of the cloth; he is a physical incarnation of wickedness, a weetigo, feasting on the young boys of 
the school. He is a monster, in every sense of the word. Champion-Jeremiah tries to convince 
himself that the sexual abuse is not happening; "some chamber deep inside his mind slammed 
permanently shut. It had happened to nobody. He had not seen what he was seeing" (80). When 
the boys return to their village, Eemanapiteepitat, for the summer months, they hear the word 
machipoowamoowin whispered occasionally throughout the village. They know it means 
something like "bad blood" or "bad dream power" and Dancer-Gabriel tries to make a joke of it 
saying, "Do machipoowamoowin mean what Father LaFleur do to the boys at school?" (91). 
This reference to "bad dream power" should bring to mind the tales of windigos who hunt prey 
in their dreams, further windigoifying the villainous Father LaFleur. He does indeed hunt the 
boys while they are asleep, invading their dreams, turning their only escape from the harsh life at 
the school into a prison. Although meant as a light-hearted joke, Champion-Jeremiah's words 
"were cold as drops from a melting block of ice" (92) when he replies, "even if we told them, 
they would side with Father LaFleur" (92). According to Champion-Jeremiah, the adults of the 
village would not understand and just assume that "this was the right of holy men" (78). 
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The windigo reappears when the Okimasis brothers are teenagers. They go shopping at 
the Polo Park Shopping Mall in Winnipeg and are absolutely amazed by the sheer size of the 
mall: "the gleaming central promenade of the Polo Park Shopping Mall lay before them. Gabriel 
gasped: at least three miles of stores if he was judging distance right. And the people! You could 
put fifty Eemanapiteepitats inside this chamber and still have room for a herd of caribou. And 
such an array of worldly wealth, a paradise on earth" (115). This is an understandable reaction 
for two young men from a small Aboriginal community. While thumbing through various pairs 
of white men's underwear, Dancer-Gabriel decides a "sudden swerve to Cree mythology might 
disarm such occult phenomena" (118). Here Highway's windigo is a metaphor for greed. 
Dancer-Gabriel asks his brother if he remembers Aunt Black-eyed Susan' story of 
Weesageechak's new fur coat; in this story, Weesageechak comes down to Earth disguised as a 
weasel to kill the Weetigo by crawling up the Weetigo's bumhole and coming out covered in shit 
(118). After this little interlude, the brothers continue shopping and Dancer-Gabriel insists on 
stopping in many stores to try on extravagant and over-priced clothing. Finally, they arrive at the 
food court: 
They came across the belly of the beast - one hundred restaurants in a monstrous, 
seething clump. Never before had Gabriel seen so much food. Or so many people 
shoveling food in and chewing and swallowing and burping and shoveling and chewing 
and swallowing and burping, as at some apocalyptic communion. The world was one 
great, gaping mouth. (119-120) 
Notice the particular attention to gluttony and the reference to the world as a gaping mouth: 
Highway is toying with the notion of excess. The brothers have now reached the stomach of the 
windigo-mall and continue their earlier conversation in the monstrous, seething clump of 
restaurants and people: 
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'Why did the Weesageechak kill the Weetigo?' Asked Gabriel, as he washed down a gob 
of bleeding beef with a torrent of Orange Crush. 
'All I remember is that the Weetigo had to be killed because he ate people,' replied 
Jeremiah through a triangle of pizza. 'Weesageechak chewed the Weetigo's entrails to 
smithereens from the inside out.' (120) 
Highway continues to play with contradictory aspects of excess and gorging. On one hand, the 
brothers are simply eating lunch together, while on the other, they are Weesageechaks, eating 
their way out of the windigo's body. They are participating in the excess in order to destroy it 
from within. The young men eat so much "their bellies came near bursting" and drank so much 
that "their bladders grew pendulous" (120). When the brothers finish their meals and walk out of 
the mall, Gabriel continues the story: "My coat!" moaned the weasel. "My nice white coat is 
covered with shit!" (121). This is a rather funny double-entendre: its duty accomplished, the 
weasel exits the body of the windigo covered in shit but also the white-clothed Dancer-Gabriel 
walks into the golden afternoon sun, casting a brown sheen upon him. Highway closes the 
Weetigo / Weesageechak story with a drastically different description of Polo Park Shopping 
Mall: "Grey and soulless, the mall loomed behind them, the rear end of a beast that, having 
gorged itself, expels its detritus" (121). The initial depiction of the mall as "the gleaming central 
promenade" has been replaced by a "grey and soulless" rear end of a beast. The Weesageechak 
has slain the mighty windigo, but human greed has an insatiable appetite, so this is a small 
victory. 
Johnston believes the weendigos "represent real human cupidity" and argues that they 
have not been "driven from their place in Anishinaube traditions and cultures," but rather have 
been "assimilated and reincarnated as corporations, conglomerates, and multinationals" (235). 
Hence, the weendigo has evolved as a metaphor for greed, using Western capitalism as a vehicle. 
Johnston continues with this metaphor, remarking that "modem Weendigos looked into the 
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future and saw money-cash, bank accounts, interest from investments, profits, in short, wealth 
beyond belief. Never again would they be in need" (236). Even this postmodern perspective of 
weendigos is a paradox. They will always be in need, never being satisfied and continuing to eat 
away and eat away until there is nothing left. Johnston recognizes this trap; "the Weendigos 
bring disaster, fueled by the unquenchable greed inherent in human nature" (237). Nevertheless, 
this is a fruitful metaphor, one which opens up a new space for dialogues and discussions of 
windigo. 
Sam McKegney has a different perspective on the shopping adventure mirroring the 
Weesageechak and Weetigo tale. In his article "From Trickster Poetics to Transgressive 
Politics," he focuses on the boys' desire to become more European, less Aboriginal: 
The boys don't enter the mall to destroy it but rather to implicate themselves in its 
processes. They go there to become more Euro-Canadian. The white weasel with a black 
tip of the tail thus becomes, in Highway's contemporary telling, the two Cree brothers 
covered by white cultural costumes, with only the darkness of their faces remaining 
unmasked. And whereas Weesageechak extricates itself from the dead body of the 
Weetigo, the Okimasis brothers are, in effect, shit out by the beast—still very much alive, 
although soulless whose characteristics now taint their Cree bodies. (92) 
This is a valid and well-supported observation, especially if readers pay close attention to the 
development of Dancer-Gabriel throughout the novel and his fate. McKegney uses the journey 
through the mall as an analogy for Gerald Vizenor's concept of "survivance," essentially 
unsettling the dominance of colonial power by reimagining Aboriginal culture and identity in the 
present rather than the past. Likewise, Deena Rymhs declares that in Kiss of the Fur Queen 
"Highway draws on indigenous concepts like the Windigo and Trickster to represent human 
trauma and the potential for moving beyond that trauma" (108). Tomson Highway's Kiss of the 
Fur Queen invites multiple interpretations. 
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The windigo inhabits not only the realm of storytelling and literature but has also been 
given attention in medical discourses. Western observers, paying close attention to the aspects of 
excess and madness, have medicalized the windigo figure into the 'windigo psychosis.' Brown 
and Brightman describe the phrase 'windigo psychosis' as referring to "a sizeable body of 
scholarly literature to a psychological disorder reported among pre-twentieth century boreal 
Algonquians in which the sufferer expressed the desire to eat human flesh or an anxiety that this 
compulsion would develop" (159). They go to say that "scholars have postulated that culturally 
transmitted beliefs in the reality of windigo transformation were primary components of these 
disorders, causing the sufferers to experience their symptoms as signs of an incipient monstrous 
condition" (159, my italics). Granted this definition is steeped in Anthropology not literature or 
Aboriginal spirituality; however, it seems that Aboriginal cultural beliefs are not shown proper 
consideration or respect. Are we to assume from these statements that Brown and Brightman 
suggest a direct link between Aboriginal spirituality and mental illness? Many Aboriginal 
cultures believe in the possibility of metamorphosis, of human to animal/monster transformation. 
Logically, then we should question the famed 'windigo psychosis.' Moreover, we must be 
mindful that the majority of "well-documented" cases or "historical records" of starvation-
induced cannibalism or individuals 'going windigo' and stories of windigo beings are second-
hand reports written from a distinctly European perspective. Nathan Carlson remarks in 
"Reviving Witiko" that many "historical records" were written by "Europeans or Euro-
Canadians (typically fur traders, missionaries, and explorers) in the seventeenth to early 
twentieth centuries" and, moreover, "these are primarily secondhand reports describing northern 
Algonquians" (360). Carlson goes on to state that "the witiko has repeatedly revealed itself as a 
controversial topic in academic literature because a number of commentators have attempted to 
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place the phenomenon within a Western idiom and epistemology of medicine, psychology, and 
sociology" (370). We cannot look at the windigo or 'windigo psychosis' strictly through a 
colonial lens; it is too narrow. Furthermore, the Algonquian peoples are not alone in their tales 
of windigo and those who have 'gone windigo'; the Cree and Ojibwe nations also have many 
stories. Instead, we must be willing to wander outside of the Western discourse, embrace 
Aboriginal and Metis worldviews, and accept that even then the sly windigo may elude us. 
Seymour Parker describes 'windigo psychosis' in much greater detail than Brown and 
Brightman. In his article "The Witiko Psychosis in the Context of Ojibwa Personality and 
Culture," he states: 
The initial symptoms [of witiko psychosis] are feelings of morbid depression, nausea, and 
distaste for most ordinary foods, and sometimes periods of semi-stupor... He feels that he 
is possessed by the wiitiko monster, a fierce cannibalistic being, to whose will he has 
become subjected.... If the illness progresses beyond this stage, the individual begins to 
see those around him (often close family members) as fat, luscious animals which he 
desires to devour. Finally, the wiitiko sufferer enters a stage of violent homicidal 
cannibalism. It is commonly thought that once this stage is reached and the person has 
tasted human flesh, the craving will not leave him and he must be killed. (603) 
This passage focuses on negative emotions, spiritual possession by a malicious spirit, confusion, 
ending in cannibalistic urges, murder, and death. There is also the aspect of personal will being 
overpowered, leading to the loss of individuality and humanity, and it is only after the loss of 
humanity that the sufferer begins to see those around him as food. Moreover, there is an 
overwhelming sense of despair; once the sufferer tastes human flesh, he or she has passed the 
point of no return and must be executed. 
Carlson mentions fur traders and explorers in one of the aforementioned works, bringing 
other perspectives of the windigo to consider: French fur traders or voyageurs and the Metis 
peoples. French-Canadian voyageurs often chose to spend time away from established 
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settlements, travelling the wilds; as a result, they were influenced by many Aboriginal cultures, 
including the Algonquian, Ojibwe, and Cree peoples, and incorporated these various cultures 
into their own. Voyageurs travelled great distances and underwent continuous identity 
transformation; therefore, "liminality, or borders and passages, came to characterize their entire 
cultural space" (Carlson 692). Moreover, stories about transformation into cannibal monsters 
"expressed the anxiety voyageurs felt as they entered new worlds, where the ground was always 
shifting and rules were always changing" (Carlson 692). According to Podruchny, French-
Canadian fur traders or voyageurs were less rigid than their British counterparts because they 
"came from an oral world in which systems of knowledge and meaning were shared through 
stories and songs" (678). The French-Canadian monster stories were "a cultural product that 
both reflected and constructed their beliefs and values" (680). Hardships and the supernatural 
were common themes in French-Canadian voyageur stories. Podruchny discusses stories of 
"miraculous apparitions rescuing voyageurs from dangerous rapids and superhuman strength 
appearing to save voyageurs from dangerous animal attacks" and concludes that after undergoing 
severe tribulations "men were thought to assume supernatural qualities" (691). She claims the 
supernatural "was further associated in stories of cannibal monsters through the idea that 
transformation into a monster enabled people to cross over into a mythical realm" (691). 
Cannibal monster stories "provided a discourse in which voyageurs could express the physical 
privations caused by their extensive travels across difficult terrain and their psychological stress 
when encountering so many new and different Aboriginal worlds" (Podruchny 680). 
The French voyageurs appropriated Aboriginal lore and transposed it into their own 
culture; as a result, the French counterpart of windigo became the werewolf or 'loup-garou.' 
Brightman makes no distinction between werewolf and windigo when he states the ioup-garou' 
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or werewolf is "an expectable French gloss for windigo, preserving the attributes of 
monstrousness and anthropophagy" ("The Windigo" 342). Podruchny focuses on stories about 
werewolves and windigos in her article for two reasons; "first, voyageurs' tales of cannibal 
monsters most closely connect to stories about werewolves, and second, there was a genuine 
cultural mingling in the meeting of these two sets of stories. Werewolf stories provided a 
framework for voyageurs to understand windigos "(681, my italics). The motifs of werewolves 
and windigos mingled: Werewolves become a touchstone for outsiders to understand windigos. 
Indeed, werewolves and windigos have much in common and the similarities are points of 
cultural convergence. For instance, both were distinguished "from other phantoms, monsters, 
and evildoing because they involved a transformation (and consumption) of human flesh" and 
this transformation ranged from "metempsychosis, the concept of a human soul trapped in an 
alien body, to a genuine metamorphosis" (684). In addition, both creatures are warnings about 
transgression. Werewolves are "connected to evil spirits" and those who "were not diligent and 
faithful Catholics were thought to be more susceptible to the travesty of transformation" (682). 
Carpenter comments on the 'loup-garou' frequently being considered "a blasphemer turned beast 
because he failed to live up to the religious precepts of his culture" (100). Similarly, windigos 
are "bogymen" to "scare adults into continuing to participate in human society and following 
social rules to ensure their safety" (683). The didactic message reflected is quite clear: stray 
from the confines or boundaries of society and be cast out. Outcasts are looked upon with great 
suspicion because they could pose a threat to the community. 
In Three Day Road, when Niska is seventeen years old and living in the bush away from 
the homegaurd Indians of Moose Factory, she crosses paths with a French-Canadian trapper and 
fur trader known as The Frenchman. He is a windigo-hke figure and thus represents real danger 
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for Niska. Niska knows he is a wemistikoshiw by the way he "systematically placed his traps 
and by the way he baited them" (131 -132) but also comments how "he might have been an 
Indian in his [rabbit] fur and hide, his beaver hat tied down and covering most of his face" (132). 
While tending to his traps in the wilderness, he is covered in animal furs, lending an animalistic 
appearance. When he and Niska finally meet face to face, he speaks a language she does not 
understand - French - and she is captivated by his eyes, which change hue from copper to 
golden to almost black. They kindle a rather steamy relationship for some time; one day he 
leaves and does not return. Niska goes in search of him and her journey ends in Moose Factory. 
A kindly old woman of the town warns Niska that "he has a taste for red meat that he can't 
satisfy" (169). While she is referring to his sexual attraction towards Aboriginal women - and 
the "little half-French, half-Indian children running about this place that he refuses to claim" 
(169) - there is the connotation of cannibalism. Niska tracks him to the local pub and quickly 
realizes "everything the old woman said about him was true" when he smiles and "his whiskers 
pointed like a wolfs" (171). She ignores her instincts to be wary and allows herself to fall prey 
to his insatiable appetite. His charming demeanor changes after they have intimate relations in 
the nearby church: "I took your ahcahk... Do you understand? I fucked your ahcahk, your spirit. 
Do you understand that?" (174). He believes he has devoured her spirit, and she realizes he is "a 
spell-caster of some kind" (174) trying to steal her power. Thankfully, this is not the case and 
Niska is able to reconnect with her power through prayer. By taking her to a place where "a man 
takes a woman to be his forever" (173), The Frenchman is blatantly dominating and trying to 
annihilate Niska's sense of identity by "fucking" the heathen out of her. She would have become 
just another Christian 'homeguard' Indian. Sometime later, Niska's mother brings her news of 
his death: "The Frenchman had gone mad in that town and taken to running up and down streets 
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trying to escape pursuing demons... [but] no matter what he did he could not escape them and so 
he ran to the top storey of the hotel on the main street and flung himself through the window" 
(176). Here we see the elements of religious transgression and madness, but unlike most 
windigos, the Frenchman takes his own life. 
Boyden carefully picks and chooses which windigo tropes and tales to incorporate in his 
novel Three Day Road. Keeping all the above aspects of the windigo figure and windigo stories 
in mind, let us now turn our attention to the first of the windigos in Three Day Road, Micah's 
wife and infant child. When Niska was a child, her village suffered greatly one winter because 
of extraordinarily harsh weather conditions leading to a food shortage. Niska remembers there 
were "too many of us for this part of the bush to sustain" (40) and so Micah, his wife, and infant 
child decided to leave the village in hopes of surviving elsewhere. Micah searched for game for 
weeks, in vain, but continued to push on into the wilderness, determined to feed his family. He 
became so desperate that he chopped through the ice on a river to catch fish; he died with the 
sinew line and bone hook still in his hand. After finding his body, his wife vows to "feed the 
child well in the morning" (41) and she keeps her promise. When she and the child return to the 
village many days later, Niska remembers how she "appeared with the sunlight behind her, 
walking steadily, powerfully on her snowshoes so at first we mistook her for a man" (43). When 
questioned by the children if Micah had found game and if she had any food in her pack, she 
"stared at us quizzically, as if she didn't know who or what we were saying" (43), raising 
concern with the elders about the whereabouts of her husband and the exact contents of her pack. 
Niska comments about the change of her stature, "as she walked away I swore she'd grown 
taller" (43), pointing to a physical transformation so obvious that even a child notices it. Not 
only had Micah's wife grown taller, her strength increased to equal that of many men. When the 
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men of the village "entered her askihkan, ... it took four to hold her down" and "even then they 
barely managed" (43). Niska recalls that for the next few days Micah's wife begged and pleaded 
for her child and Micah during the day, while at night "her voice went so hoarse so that she 
sounded like some monster growling in a language we did not understand" (44). Micah's wife is 
becoming less human and more animal. In her more lucid moments, she tells the village the 
truth about Micah's death, alongside a justification of sorts for her actions. She claims to have 
been visited by a "strange man-beast" who threatens to eat her and the baby unless she feeds it; 
her justification for the cannibalism of her husband is protecting herself and the baby from the 
windigo in the woods. After recounting her tale, her sobs turn to "angry growls as she began to 
quake and squirm so fiercely that we thought she'd break her ropes and attack us" (44). Here we 
see the foremost signifiers of Micah's wife losing her humanity; she is losing the ability to speak 
and her violence makes her a great threat to the village. Niska remembers the reaction of the 
children in the village: "The children in camp stopped sleeping, cried in fear; no longer felt their 
hunger. We'd grown up on stories of the windigo that our parents fed us over winter fires, of 
people who eat other people's flesh and grow into wild beasts twenty feet tall whose hunger can 
be satisfied only by more human flesh and then the hunger turns worse" (44). Here we see the 
importance of oral stories as tools for sharing knowledge. In Niska's community, the windigo is 
not just an ephemeral boogeyman to scare children into conforming to accepted societal 
behavior, it is real. 
The entire village is certain that "Micah's wife and the baby were turning windigo " (44) 
and, therefore, they no longer belong in the community or any other Aboriginal communities. 
Moreover, the threat they pose must be eliminated before it is too late. Several of the adults are 
afraid of more people 'going windigo' and whisper amongst themselves, "we are too weak 
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already and Micah's woman's madness can surely spread in these bad times" (45). As a 
respected shaman and windigo killer, it falls upon Niska's father to destroy both Micah's wife 
and the child. In a sense, he is the surgeon who must remove the sickness from the village 
before the infection spreads. Niska remembers that "his eyes looked sad" (45), suggesting that 
he takes no pleasure in killing former members of the village. He sets Micah's wife at ease 
before executing her and her child: "He leaned down and whispered something I could not hear 
into her ear. She immediately went slack and her eyes reflected fear and then expectation as he 
straddled her chest" (45). Like the children of the village, Micah's wife grew up on stories of 
windigos and realizes she has crossed the point of no return and accepts her fate. Then he covers 
their faces with a blanket, prays to the heavens and strangles both Micah's wife and child quickly 
and effectively, ensuring neither suffers. I believe he covers their faces out of respect for who 
they once were, members of the community, friends, and family. Niska is permitted to watch the 
execution because one day he will be gone and she may be called upon to do the same. Years 
later she must exorcize a windigo from the turtle clan near Thunderhouse Rapids. 
Niska is now a young woman caring for her nephew Xavier, after rescuing him from the 
Residential School across the river from Moose Factory. She is approached at her cabin by an 
old man who immediately says "one of us has gone windigo this winter" (259). She listens 
carefully to his story: "A young man went out into the bush and did not come back for weeks. 
We assumed he was dead. But when he came back he carried a pack full of meat that was 
obviously human. He has gone mad and threatens to destroy all of us" (260). Remembering her 
duty as the daughter of a shaman and windigo killer, Niska agrees to help the old man and they 
set out for Thunderhouse Rapids. The old man keeps a quick pace because he is "anxious to get 
back and be rid of the badness that had descended upon his people" (260). During the journey, 
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Niska pieces together the old man's story. The tale was similar to what she witnessed as a child, 
except this time the husband, the old man's nephew, had eaten his wife. According to his uncle, 
the young man had returned to the small community "half mad with sadness and anger, not 
trying to hide the fact that he'd gone windigo, attacking his old uncle, who with the help of the 
other men was barely able to hold him down and bind him tightly" (260-261). Like Micah's 
wife, the young husband has become inhumanly strong, and it takes literally half the men of the 
village of twelve to restrain him. When Niska enters the small village, she immediately knows in 
which askihkan the windigo is imprisoned: 
An aura as bright to me as the Northern Lights pulsed from within it with a great sadness. 
I realized then that sadness was at the heart of the windigo, a sadness so pure that it 
shriveled the human heart and let something else grow in its place. To know that you 
have desecrated the ones you love, that you have done something so damning out of a 
greed for life that you have been exiled from your people forever is a hard meal to 
swallow, much harder to swallow than that first bite of human flesh. (261) 
The recognition of sadness and despair suggests that Niska feels a sense of compassion, perhaps 
even empathy, for the windigo she is about to execute. Here we are reminded of Richard 
Preston's perspective on the witiko - the embodiment of the transformative power of despair, the 
terrible confusion of family and food, and subsequent loss of humanity - and like Preston, Niska 
pities the creature. The nephew-windigo committed the unthinkable - cannibalism - and can 
never be welcomed back into the fold. She even remarks that "the pain emanating from the 
askihkan pulsed stronger as I approached" (262) and how it felt like "I was walking against a 
strong current" (262) in danger of being swept away. This reflects her self-doubt about her 
untested and untried abilities as a windigo slayer but also hints at the contagious nature of the 
sickness. However, understanding and sympathy do not soften Niska's resolve to destroy the 
infectious windigo. Like her father, she is "the surgeon summoned to carve this sickness from 
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this small group" (262). Recalling Micah's wife and her physical transformations - the increases 
in height and strength - and expecting the same, Niska is rather surprised at the smallness of the 
Thunderhouse Rapids windigo. She focuses initially on his "goose-black" eyes: "They didn't 
appear human at all, those eyes, looking at me with the inquisitiveness of an animal. And I 
watched as those eyes changed when realized who and what I was. They went cold and lightless 
as a stone" (262). She watches the light leave his eyes, what is left of his humanity vanish. She 
is almost overpowered by his foul aroma; "He smelled sour, like he'd pissed himself, but there 
was a deeper musk too, one that I'd not smelled before and hoped not to again" (263). This is 
the first mention of an animal musk, which Niska likens to human urine. She describes the smell 
as sour, which carries its own set of negative connotations that readers are meant to extend to the 
windigo. We are meant to associate it as unclean, unnatural, and as something fermented, but 
also to broaden the adjective to include personality traits like sullen, morose, and quick-
tempered. 
Niska's method of execution is different than that of her father; rather than strangling the 
windigo with her bare hands as he did, she places a rope around his neck and wraps both ends 
around a small stick so she simply has to twist the stick to cut off his air supply. She lacks the 
raw physical power and strength to hold the windigo down and strangle him so she asks the men 
of the village to help. She prays to Gitchi Manitou and begins twisting the stick. Even still, the 
windigo is so powerful that "the men holding his arms strained against his strength, cursing and 
breathing hard" (263) and "from the way the windigo writhed and flopped, I knew that the old 
man was holding on for his life" (263). Knowing that his life is quickly coming to an end, the 
windigo does something unexpected: "The windigo began to pant and speak in a tongue I'd not 
heard before, the voice scratched. His eyes burned into mine and I realized that he was cursing 
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me" (263). This is something she did not witness at Micah's wife and child's execution. 
Micah's wife had begged for her life, for her child's life, and her crying had transformed into 
growls, but Niska's father did not allow her to speak during the execution. Perhaps his strength 
and swift actions prevented her from muttering a similar curse; perhaps it was the simple fact 
that she was gagged during the execution. Either way the nephew -windigo's curse catches Niska 
off-guard and not knowing what else to do, she prays louder, asking Gitchi Manitou to "deflect 
this curse, to carry it away on the smoke of the fire and out of the lodge into the sky" (263). She 
succeeds in killing the windigo; however, the curse frightens and worries her, prompting her to 
take the execution one step further. She gives the men instructions on how to dispose of the 
body properly: 
I told them to construct a large fire of hardwood and build up the hot coals for a day. 
When the fire was at its height they would place the body upon it and would keep the fire 
burning until there was nothing left. They would then carefully sweep up the ash and 
bum it upon another fire. This was to be repeated a third time, and when the ash was 
carefully collected from the last fire they were to sprinkle it in the river and let the current 
carry it away. (264) 
This is something new for readers, as the previous windigo story in Three Day Road ends with 
Niska's father killing the windigos. Afterwards, Niska's father is arrested for murder by the 
North-West Mounted Police and thrown in prison, where he dies less than two months later; 
however, there is no mention of what happens to the bodies of the windigos after the execution. 
Boyden withholds those details, leaving readers to come to their own conclusions, if the 
omission is even noticed. The Thunderhouse Rapids windigo attempted to curse Niska and the 
population of the village; this suggests that his transformation from a human to a windigo went 
beyond that of Micah's wife. In other words, he had become a threat even after death and his 
body would have to be disposed of in such a way as to prevent resurrection. Carlson states that 
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after a windigo execution, "cremation or other treatments sometimes followed in an attempt to 
prevent the witiko from returning to life" (361). The aspect of cremation to prevent resurrection 
is very important to the safety, or at least the appearance of safety, of the community. 
The final windigo figure in Three Day Road, Elijah Whiskeyjack, is quite different from 
Micah's wife and child and the man from Thunderhouse rapids, and is a rather complicated blend 
of traditional windigo lore and metaphor. Elijah and Xavier volunteer for the Canadian Army 
and are sent to fight overseas in the First World War. The young men are isolated from their 
community and surrounded mostly by white Canadian soldiers, bloody battlefields, and the 
German army. In a sense, Boyden depicts the war itself as a windigo, consuming not only the 
lives of the Allied and German soldiers but also civilians. Xavier comments the war "has sucked 
the life from Saint-Eloi and left it like this, has moved on in search of more bodies to try and fill 
its impossible hunger" (73). Fighting bravely and becoming respected Cree snipers changes both 
Elijah and Xavier; however, while Xavier grows to hate killing, Elijah enjoys it. Xavier remarks: 
"in the long hours of hunting Elijah tries to understand what is growing in him... In the end, the 
answer is simple. Elijah has learned to take pleasure in killing" (283). Elijah tries to convince 
his friend to "realize that the freedom of this place will not present itself again. But this freedom 
he talks about, this freedom to kill, is a choice I no longer want" (283). Not only does Elijah 
overly enjoy killing the enemy, he shows no remorse after shooting a hiding civilian. The Cree 
snipers enter a crumbling building and Xavier happens upon a young mother and her child; he 
tries to make her understand that he will not hurt her, but Elijah shoots her. He claims he only 
saw a figure fighting in the darkness with Xavier and coldly says, "I am trained not to hesitate in 
situations of danger" (306). The shooting goes unreported to battalion headquarters. 
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Elijah's strange and transgressive behaviour escalates and truly begins to bother Xavier 
when he starts collecting mementos of his kills. A French soldier named Francis puts the idea in 
Elijah's head: "Collect evidence of your kills. Do what my people taught your people a long time 
ago. Take the scalp of your enemy as proof. Take a bit of him to feed you" (204, my italics). The 
French soldier uses a cultural stereotype - Aboriginal peoples collecting scalps - on Elijah, but 
ironically, Elijah takes it seriously. Xavier, conversely, is unnerved by the Frenchmen, "They 
put the chill in me. I think they are windigos" (207). Elijah becomes very adept at his newfound 
skill, removing scalps "as simply as he would remove the skin from a pike" (210). Xavier 
remembers reaching into Elijah's pack to grab some extra ammunition for his prized Mauser rifle 
and is horrified at what he finds: "a small hide, maybe, but the fur is too long to be a rat's. When 
I raise it to my nose to sniff the hardening leather side of it, the familiar reek of rotting human 
flesh makes me snap my head away in disgust" (228). He also remembers an instance on New 
Year's Eve when Elijah disappears from the reserve trench to find the French soldiers that told 
him to keep trophies of the enemy. He actually uses the word madness to encapsulate his 
thoughts about Elijah's trophy collection: "his madness is all his own. He goes to meet them and 
show his skill as a hunter. All he carries now in his pack are the trophies of the dead. He collects 
them like pelts. His pack is full" (308). So, essentially Elijah has a pack full of human parts, 
human meat... just like Micah's wife. Moreover, Xavier notes that "Elijah seems to have no 
more need for food. He is thin and hard like a rope. He is a shadow that slips in and out of the 
darkness. He is someone I no longer know" (308). No appetite for normal food, being reduced to 
a wraith, and his best friend withdrawing kinship suggests Elijah is 'going windigo.' Even more 
disturbing, Elijah takes to forcing enemy soldiers to look him in the eyes before they die: "he has 
taken to opening each man's eyes and staring into them, then closing them with his calloused 
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right hand, letting the spark of warmth accumulate deep in his gut each time he does it" (200). 
He tells Xavier "the spark fills his belly when it gnaws for food" (200). In a sense, he is feeding 
off death. Elijah even begins to dream of windigo possession and shares this dream with Xavier: 
A family sits in the snow, cold and starving. They are too tired to move. Elijah can feel 
their cold, the gnawing in their bellies. Death is everywhere around them in the forest, 
staring at them from behind trees. But something far worse than death crouches close by. 
It is felt rather than seen. It waits for the moment when they close their eyes to approach. 
(338) 
After hearing this tale, Xavier tries to make sense of the dream and asks aloud, "Is this an old 
story of yours, Niska, that's come back to haunt him?" (338), but Elijah shrugs off Xavier's 
question, saying "he has no room for such things in his head" (338). Elijah's attitude and 
behaviour starts to bother even the French soldiers: '"All they did was stare when I showed them 
my trophies.' He smiles at the memory. 'They acted nervously around me after that. My 
reputation is sealed, I think'" (310). He is more concerned with his reputation as a hunter and 
remarkable sniper to notice what others are actually afraid of: his disregard for social protocols 
and human life. To make matters worse, Elijah jokes about consuming flesh. A few days after 
returning from meeting with the French soldiers, Elijah fries up some strips of meat and offers 
some to Xavier: "The meat is gamy and a little tough. 'Is it horse?' I ask, pulling gristle from my 
mouth. Elijah smiles his wicked little-boy smile. 'No. It is human. German, to be exact'" (310). 
Xavier is angry and horrified; he forces himself to vomit up all the meat he has just consumed. 
Elijah tells him to calm down, insisting it was just a joke: "Do you think I am crazy? I was 
kidding. It's just horsemeaf (310). Xavier notes the flash of the Trickster in Elijah's eyes and is 
unsure whether Elijah is joking or not. 
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Elijah is so concerned with his reputation that he even goes so far as to ask Xavier to 
'divine' for German soldiers on the battlefield. At first Xavier is confused, saying that divining 
for moose and divining for humans are not one and the same, but Elijah presses the issue: 
'What is the difference?' Elijah asks. 'To hunt is to hunt.' 
T hunt for sustenance,' I say. 
'And so do I,' Elijah answers. 
I'm not sure I understand what Elijah's saying. 'Are you telling me that you eat Germans 
now?' 
'Don't be so literal, X,' he says. 'I have found the one thing I am truly talented at, and 
that is killing men. I do not need food when I have this.' (320) 
These last comments suspend conversation for a few moments. Both men sit in silence before 
Elijah adds to the ambiguity of the conversation, telling Xavier how some men eat the eyes of 
their enemy to find out where they have been and how the Iroquois eat their enemies' hearts to 
take their spiritual power. This is a perversion of divining mixed with a justification of sorts for 
acts of cannibalism. Xavier's response, "You are not yourself, Elijah" (320), increases the 
tension between them and serves to further illuminate Elijah's transformation into the dreaded 
windigo. There is "a hunger in Elijah that he can't satisfy" (326) and he "walks with one foot in 
this world, and one firmly planted in the other world" (334). This is the most telling statement 
Elijah makes about his transformation into a windigo; he recognizes that he exists caught 
between two worlds, acceptable societal norms and the world of monsters, but with one foot in 
each world Elijah suggests there is still hope for redemption. He claims to be "fighting what's 
become of him" (341) but Xavier is unconvinced, especially after Elijah murders two of their 
comrades. Elijah admits that he has done horrible things and is aware that Xavier thinks he has 
gone mad, but everything will work itself out once they return home. Xavier sees an "emptiness 
inside him that cannot be filled up" (343) and understands that "Elijah crossed the line, he 
crossed it long ago" (347). Xavier continues affirming to himself that Elijah has "turned himself 
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into something invincible, something inhuman" (348). Elijah tries to defend himself and his 
horrible actions: 
'This is war. This is not home. What's mad is them putting us in the trenches to begin 
with. The madness is to tell us to kill and to award those of us who do it well. I only wish 
to survive.' 
'You've gone beyond that,' I say. (350) 
Xavier is convinced that Elijah is beyond redemption, beyond saving, leaving only one course of 
action: taking up his family's mantle and slaying the windigo. Elijah cannot go home. Just 
before strangulating Elijah, ironically enough with his own sniper rifle, Xavier says to him, "You 
have gone mad. There is no coming back from where you've travelled" (370). Nancy Lynn Van 
Styvendale believes that by killing Elijah, "Xavier banishes the windigo other at the heart of his 
own identity, called up through the madness of war" (233), for Xavier too has committed 
atrocities on the battlefield. Following her line of thought, Elijah's slaying serves a dual purpose: 
to allow Xavier the chance to purge himself of the darkness of the war before returning home 
and take up the mantle of his family as windigo slayers. Indeed, the Bird family tradition as 
windigo slayers is preserved: "I have become what you are, Niska" (370). 
Boyden also brings the windigo into play as a metaphor for addiction to the 'white man's 
medicine,' morphine, illuminating tensions between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal perspectives 
of medicine and healing. The morphine affects Elijah in several important ways; first, it alters his 
physical appearance, making him appear more gaunt and otherworldly. Secondly, it numbs 
physical pain, making him feel inhuman and invincible for a short time: "Just enough goes into 
him that he no longer feels the pain of his arm or of the cold. The golden halo settles down 
around his head, and he's protected once more" (204). Xavier can always tell when Elijah is 
injecting himself with morphine because "his lips curl at the edges in a slight smile and his eyes 
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shine" (205) and the smile is not always reassuring. Lastly, the addiction changes Elijah's 
personality, causing him to be even more short-tempered and overly-violent, without shame or 
remorse for his morphine-induced actions. 
In an interview with Herb Wylie, Joseph Boyden discusses the complicated windigo 
motif in his novel Three Day Road: "The windigo is definitely a big, big, motif in this book that 
pulls together the different generations. Originally, the windigo story was told around the 
campfire. The elders would tell the children about it, sort of as a lesson, as a way of teaching, 
just as a fable or anything else is" (233). However, Boyden was far more fascinated by "the 
psychological idea of the windigo than the legend" and realizes the psychological exploration 
"made perfect sense for the World War I subject matter" (233). With regards to the Great War, 
he raises some interesting questions about boundaries and transgressions: "when you're asked to 
do horrendous things, how far can you go in doing these things before you break? When are you 
made a hero for doing what you do, and when does it become a crime? There's a very thin line 
there..." (233). With respect to the actions of Xavier and Elijah of Three Day Road, readers 
must consider these questions and more. Both men are efficient snipers and have accumulated 
quite a body count so we must ask ourselves another question: what makes Xavier different from 
Elijah? Boyden leaves readers to ponder and answer these questions for themselves... or at least 
explore the boundaries of the thin line between war-time heroism and atrocity. 
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"As a commercial product, 'Sasquatch' becomes the all-round Canadian guy, a recognizable model of universal 
white masculinity. In other contexts, he becomes a mystery to solve." - Shelley Kulperger 
Chapter Three 
I: The Elusive Sasquatch I B'gwus 
As suggested by the epigraph, context pertaining to the sasquatch figure (Bigfoot and 
b 'gwus) is of crucial importance and we must remember that each term has its own set of 
connotations attached to it, and while there are some similarities, there are greater differences. 
For instance, Bigfoot should not be confused with b 'gwus, the wild man of the woods in Eden 
Robinson's Monkey Beach. When most people hear the name sasquatch, they immediately think 
of the social quasi-iconic figure 'Bigfoot,' a figure from North American popular culture. Tanya 
Davidson says most people "roll their eyes and think of tabloid covers that scream 'Woman 
births Bigfoot Baby!' or beer commercials where Mel the Sasquatch steals a cold one and 
escapes down the glacier" ("Hairy Tales"). The "Qigfootlsasquatch figure, Harry, from William 
Dear's 1987 film Harry and the Henderson's, jumps to mind. Perhaps we think of the many 
Bigfoot sightings across the Canadian and American Northwest, from Ape Canyon, Washington, 
to Ruby Creek, British Columbia, to the famed Bluff Creek, California. Or we may even 
envision "Quactchi," the Vancouver 2010 Olympic Winter Games mascot, all snuggly and warm 
in his blue ear-muffs and token red mittens. Shelley Kulperger points out in "Familiar Ghosts: 
Feminist Postcolonial Gothic in Canada" that the 'Sasquatchean' monster has "been exploited to 
fill a perceived void in dominant Canadian culture" (112), but we should really be questioning 
why such a void exists and why Western culture assigns the sasquatch figure to fill it. 
One possible explanation is Western culture's tendency to control or change that which it 
does not understand: the proverbial unknown is terrifying and must be transformed into 
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something familiar, or at least somehow appear less threatening. In other words, (Western) 
society must rationalize or find logical explanations for the existence of the sasquatch in order to 
remove the aspects of mystery and fear, and to understand and catalogue it. Marjorie Halpin 
declares, "as long as the sasquatch is a personal rather than a collectively sanctioned experience 
it will remain hallucinatory as officially defined by Western culture" (211). She infers that 
Western culture is able to dismiss the sasquatch by regarding it as nothing more than individual 
hallucinatory experience. If the sasquatch were to be accepted into mainstream cultural 
discourse, it would be sanctioned and thus become real. In other words, she questions what is 
conceived as 'real' in Western perspective. This brings to mind the age-old question: What is 
'real' and what is not? What is the difference, if indeed there is one, between 'reality' and 
'fantasy'? For Jean-Pierre Durix reality is "the sum of all the different components of their 
[colonized peoples'] hybrid identity" (187). For Halpin the question is moot because many 
Aboriginal cultures do not recognize the distinction between fantasy and reality; "the Tsimshian 
cannot answer the question of whether the sasquatch is real, as we pose the question [because] 
they do not perceive its resemblance to humans in the same ways that North American Sasquatch 
witnesses do" (225, my italics). She is very culturally specific here, mentioning only the 
Tsimshian; however, the concept of questioning the reality of the sasquatch or b 'gwus can be 
carried over to other Aboriginal groups such as the Haisla, the neighbouring community of the 
Tsimshian. Coral Ann Howells argues that from an Aboriginal perspective "the supernatural and 
the fantastic constitute another dimension of reality not separable from everyday experience" 
(184). This non-separation of the supernatural and the mundane is very challenging and 
problematic for many (Western) readers because it involves rethinking what Jacques Derrida 
refers to in Specters of Marx as the distinction between "the real and the unreal, the actual and 
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the inactual, the living and the non-living, being and non-being... in the opposition between what 
is present and what is not" (11). Calling such foundational boundaries into question opens the 
way for the existence of a Third Space or even multiple spaces, allowing for further literary and 
cultural explorations and many fruitful interpretations. Gerry Turcotte suggests in 
"Compr(om)ising Postcolonialisms" that post-colonial comparative discourse is always "an 
uncanny exercise" because it "is both a presentation of the familiar and of the unfamiliar, and its 
purpose is often the stress on the idea of fraught simultaneity" (6). Stressing the idea of 
simultaneity can be interpreted as an expression of hybridity, mixing the familiar and the 
unfamiliar, creating something that exists in-between the polarities. As Ma-ma-oo tells her 
granddaughter Lisamarie in Monkey Beach, "You don't have to be scared of things you don't 
understand. They're just ghosts" (265). 
Michiele Lacombe argues for a magic realist approach to Monkey Beach: "Robinson's 
novel, thickly populated as it is with stories of warriors, activists, shamans, spirit beings, 
monsters, animals, plant beings, artifacts, landscapes, languages, rocks, rivers, architecture, 
streets, recipes, secrets, and 'ordinary' folk... lends itself to a magic realist reading" (268). In 
magic realism, according to Amaryll Chanady in Magic Realism and the Fantastic, the reader 
"does not question the supernatural, as it is presented just like the natural" (114) and should 
"simply enjoy the narrative without distancing himself [herself]" (102). Chanady attests both the 
natural and the supernatural "belong to the same level of fictitious reality, because they are 
focalized by a culture which does not distinguish between the real and the imaginary" whose 
dreams and myths "are as real to them as the actual events taking place around them" (114). 
This is especially true for Lisamarie Hill, who is constantly living with ghosts and prophetic 
dreams. Indeed, the elements of the fantastic in Monkey Beach blend so well with the narrative 
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that readers can easily imagine stepping into the woods and crossing paths with a b 'gwus or other 
spirits. Furthermore, Chanady contends the reader's role is "to understand the working of a 
different mentality, and not to judge or criticize it" (114). Turcotte stresses the importance of 
resisting the urge to compartmentalize the unfamiliar aspects in a novel like Monkey Beach and 
allowing the story to carry one away into unfamiliar territory is a great and welcomed challenge: 
The fascination derives from the uncanny moment - the moment of rupture where one's 
own political stance, one's own secure rationalized position, one's faith in a system of 
language, or law, is irrevocably shaken by a type of analogy that the comparative 
dimension makes manifest. The challenge is in not sanitizing this moment - refusing to 
make it safe and contained. (6-7, my italics) 
In "Native Canadian Gothic Refigured," Andrews declares that Aboriginal monsters, such as the 
b 'gwus, "offer a source of mystery and magic" (8), allowing Canadian writers like Eden 
Robinson to include the spirits of Native cultures in "a contained fashion without acknowledging 
the ongoing survival of these populations" (8, my italics). The b 'gwus is an undeniable source of 
mystery and magic; however, the latter part of Andrew's statement can be misleading. On one 
hand, the b 'gwus figure is contained within certain literary codes or generic tropes, creative 
fiction in this case, while on the other, the various genre-crossing techniques Robinson employs 
keep the b 'gwus in constant flux. She acknowledges the ongoing, albeit elusive, existence of the 
b 'gwus, as clearly illustrated when Lisamarie almost hits a b 'gwus with her car returning home to 
Kitamaat from Vancouver. She says the memory of him is "imprinted" on her brain, "the dark 
brown fur on his back, the lighter fur on his chest, the long hairy arms, the sharply tilted forehead 
and the row of pointed teeth he flashed at me when he snarled" (315) and, as she drives away, 
she feels "deeply comforted knowing that magical things [are] still living in the world" (15-16). 
Chanady argues that ambiguity is essential to the fantastic, and to magic realism as a 
whole, because it "forces the reader to decide whether or not he [or she] can accept the 
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supernatural events described in the text" (11). Wayne Skuttles, however, takes offense to the 
word supernatural in this context because if non-Aboriginal peoples "put the Sasquatch into a 
native category of 'supernatural,' we have indeed been wrong" because "for the Coastal Salish 
[including those communities, like the Haisla, who speak Wakashan] the Sasquatch is part of the 
natural world" (248). So rather than questioning if readers can accept the supernatural in a text, 
it becomes a question of why readers cannot accept it. Perhaps it is because Robinson's 
juxtaposing of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal viewpoints in her narrative provides no Western 
'proof or validation of the existence of the b 'gwus, thus keeping it shrouded in mystery and 
ambiguity. 
Andrews states that "Robinson negotiates a space in which her characters can examine 
the possibilities inherent in connecting to the natural world, monsters and all" ("Native Canadian 
Gothic" 9). Howells reminds us the setting, Monkey Beach, is represented as a liminal territory: 
"it is the geographical zone between land and sea hemmed in by forests, and by the end it has 
become an imaginative sacred space for negotiations between the living and the dead" (193). 
This hybrid space Robinson creates for her characters to explore the natural world, including 
monsters like the b 'gwus, is also highly applicable to readers, who must navigate their way 
through the Haisla-dominated narrative and negotiate the confusion caused by jarring and often 
surprising juxtapositions. In "Learning to Talk with Ghosts," Jody Castricano argues that 
Monkey Beach requires a more open-minded approach because it "asks us to reflect upon the 
value of knowledge derived from sources often repudiated in and by the materialism of the West: 
myths and legends, in half-understood tales, in fears and anxieties about the past" (802). She 
views the novel as Gothic and questions whose past, European or Haisla, is actually "being 
invoked in relation to the Gothic" (803). Castricano says Monkey Beach confronts the reader 
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"with the possibility of a spirit world and asks that we at least reflect upon the ontological, 
epistemological, and spiritual consequences of Western culture's materialist drive that has 
attempted to eradicate 'superstition' or 'mysticism'" (808). Furthermore, taking up the questions 
of ghosts and spirits in an Aboriginal context "challenges the Eurocentric version of Gothic as 
the signifier, par excellence, of psychological unease, perceptual disturbance, or atavistic, and, 
therefore, pathological tendencies to be explained - and, perhaps, normalized - in terms of 
hysteria, neuroses, or 'uncanny' primitivism" (806). Robinson reworks the conventions of the 
traditional European Gothic and, by situating the story in Kitamaat, also introduces some 
modifications into an already established genre of Canadian Gothic. 
Throughout the novel, Ma-ma-oo tells her granddaughter, Lisamarie, many of the old 
tales, educating her on the existence of ghosts, shape-shifters, and other creatures, like the 
b 'gwus. In the second section of the novel - the song of your breath - Ma-ma-oo tells a 'creation 
story' of sorts about shape-shifters: 
In a time distant and vague from the one we know now, she told me, flesh was less rigid. 
Animals and humans could switch shapes simply by putting on each other's skins. 
Animals could talk, and often shared their knowledge with the newcomers that humans 
were then. When this age ended, flesh solidified. People were people, and animals lost 
their ability to speak. (210) 
Ma-ma-oo stresses the importance of crossing boundaries. In the past the border between human 
and animal was permeable and knowledge was willingly shared, but now traditional knowledge 
is more closely guarded, even at risk of disappearing, especially the Haisla language because it is 
no longer being taught to the younger generations. Lisamarie is a prime example; she speaks 
very little Haisla and would be completely ignorant to the customs of her culture if not for Ma-
ma-oo's teachings. Ella Soper-Jones states that "even as Robinson revels in the vibrant hybridity 
of contemporary Haisla culture, she rues the loss of Haisla language and with it the erosion of 
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traditional knowledge systems" (23). Kulperger advocates for grandmothers as "important 
transmitters of cultural memory, and possessing] lessons to pass down to their granddaughters 
before they die" ("Loss of Mother/hood" 236). This is Ma-ma-oo's function in the novel; she 
passes down the old ways and the old stories to Lisamarie, lest they be forgotten. Kulperger 
contends that it is through Ma-ma-oo that Lisamarie is able to retain "Haisla cultural knowledge 
such as its language, recipes, customs, understanding of the coastal ecology [such as the oolichan 
run], and its forgotten figures and mythologies" (236) and gains essential spiritual strength and 
courage. For instance, Ma-ma-oo tells Lisamarie about the (cultural) origin of the b 'gwus. 
According to the old stories, a beautiful woman was having an affair with her husband's brother 
and one day, just off Monkey Beach, she clubs her husband with her paddle and holds him 
underwater until he stops moving. She paddles alone back to the village and tells everyone he is 
dead. But the following day "when the wife and the husband's brother went back to hide the 
body, they found large footprints in the sand. Worried he might be alive, they followed the trail 
into the woods. They discovered the man - transformed into a b'gwus - who then killed his 
adulterous wife and brother" (211). With this traditional Haisla narrative Robinson shows 
readers new connections - violence, crime and punishment or retribution - and their association 
with the b 'gwus. These dark themes will become more important and apparent when discussing 
Lisamarie as a b 'gwus figure. Andrews believes that "Ma-ma-oo's translation of this Haisla 
narrative [the origin of the b 'gwus] gives Lisamarie another perspective on the mass media hype 
surrounding sasquatch sightings, humanizing the b'gwus in a distinctive tribal context that 
dispels the sense that monsters are 'other'" ("Rethinking the Canadian Gothic" 218). In this 
way, both Aboriginal peoples and monsters are not the proverbial colonial 'other' but somewhere 
in-between. Halpin states that in Tsimshian thought, "sasquatch is an animal whose resemblance 
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to human beings is close enough to confuse the boundary between animals and humans" (224-
225). In the novel there are instances where bears are mistaken for b'gwus: "The wild man has 
been spotted several times digging in the sand of Monkey Beach. Some people claim he was a 
bear, but I doubt that the bears around here need clams and cockles when the salmon are so much 
easier to get" (318). Passages like this show a general unwillingness to believe in b 'gwus, 
accompanied by a rationalization of what the animal could have been since b 'gwus does not 
exist; however, as Lisamarie points out, the controversy surrounding the sighting only creates 
greater ambiguity. Even Mick confuses a grizzly bear for a b 'gwus: "Its fur was pale brown, and 
it was standing, looking the other way, when Mick tried to sneak up on it, getting excited, 
thinking he was going to get rich, wondering how he was going to get the body back to his boat. 
The sasquatch turned out to be a grizzly that was, luckily, paying attention to something in the 
distance" (115). The commercialization and consumerization of the b 'gwus figure is Robinson's 
comment on Western views invading Aboriginal consciousness. 
In his article "Close. Very close, a b'gwus howls," Rob Appleford argues for a critical 
reading of Monkey Beach that "emphasizes the novel's strategic ambiguity and cultural 
bricolage" (92). He claims that the b 'gwus is "both a ubiquitous presence in West Coast First 
Nations mythology and a co-opted sign of settler culture" (88). Howells views the b 'gwus as 
occupying an analogous role as "a trope for wilderness and an image out of a discredited almost 
forgotten culture" (193). She also contends the sasquatch leads "an ambiguous existence on the 
borders between reality and myth, no longer believed in by the young generation of indigenous 
people, eluding the traps of white photographers, and yet still haunting the periphery of 
awareness" (193). Robinson allows readers to see the sasquatch as an example of popular 
culture yet also strongly stresses the b 'gwus as closely associated with Haisla culture and 
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spirituality. The third section of the novel - In Search of the Elusive Sasquatch - describes and 
gently mocks the popular culture images and associations of the b 'gwus: 
B'gwus is famous because of his wide range of homes. In some places, he's called 
Bigfoot. In other places, he's Yeti, or the Abominable Snowman, or Sasquatch. To most 
people, he is the equivalent of the Loch Ness Monster, something silly to bring tourists 
in. His image is even used to sell beer, and he is portrayed as a laid-back kind of guy, 
lounging on mountaintops in patio chairs, cracking open a frosty one. 
B'gwus is the focus of countless papers, debates and conferences. His Website is at 
www, sasquatch.com. Grainy pictures, embarrassed witnesses and the muddy impressions 
of very large feet keep B'gwus on the front page of tabloids and the cover of books which 
are dismissed as the results of overactive imaginations or imbibing too much alcohol or 
ingesting funky mushrooms. (317) 
From this passage, we see the b 'gwus floundering for identity in a proverbial melting pot of 
beliefs, crossing into the waters of his iconic double, the sasquatch, and beyond. He (or she) is 
at once a great mystery, tourist attraction, commodity, subject of scholarly and scientific debate, 
a less than convincing image in various photographs, and the hallucination of intoxicated or 
stoned individuals. According to Kulperger, the commodification of the sasquatch suggests that 
"the elements taken up by non-Natives are those that accord strongly with and define hegemonic 
ideals" (90), and when "freed from the bonds of domesticity, femininity, and civilization, 
Sasquatch is held up as the epitome of exclusive male sociability in the world, endorsing the 
colonial narrative of 'going native'" (90). For instance, Mel the Sasquatch, the mascot for 
Kokanee beer, is a case in point. The website Robinson includes - www.sasquatch.com -
actually belongs to an American company called Sasquatch Computer - specializing in web 
hosting, internet connectivity, web design and promotions - whose company logo is a blue 
Bigfoot footprint. I was surprised because I expected a site devoted to the search for the elusive 
'missing link' between human and animal, complete with grainy, blurry pictures, eyewitness 
accounts, and quasi-scientific explanations. Howells illustrates the sasquatch's resistance to 
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finite boundaries; "that liminal creature the sasquatch [is] hovering on the borders between the 
mythic and the real [and] can also have his postmodern location at a website" (188, my italics). 
In Monkey Beach the inhabitants of Kitamaat, including the b 'gwus, are all haunted in 
some form or another by a legacy of colonialism. Appleford refers to the novel as type of 
mystery story in which "the narrator/detective Lisamarie gradually discovers skeleton after 
skeleton in her family closet" (91). Lisamarie's grandfather Ba-ba-oo loses his arm in the 
Second World War and gets the proverbial mn-around upon returning home: "he couldn't get a 
job or get the money he thought he should get from Veterans Affairs because they said Indian 
Affairs was taking care of him" (81). Moreover, Indian affairs says if "he want[s] the same 
benefits as a white vet, he should move off reserve and give up his status" (81). 
As a result, Ba-ba-oo turns to alcohol and violence; as Lisamarie's cousin Tab tells her, 
"Ba-ba-oo was an asshole. He beat Gran. Instead of sending him away, she sent Mick and Mom 
[Tab's mother Tmdy] to residential school" (59). Kulpenger claims the residential school 
'fathers' are "ghostly figures in the text" (235) and their subtle presence reminds readers of the 
underlying colonial subtext in the novel. The ghostly priests also have some bearing and 
responsibility in the character development of Mick and his sister Tmdy. Mick never overcomes 
his horrific experiences at residential school; in fact, it is assumedly the reason he becomes an 
AIM activist. One evening he screams at Edith during grace before dinner: "You really don't get 
it. You're buying into a religion that thought the best way to make us white was to fucking 
torture children" (110). After Mick's death, Tmdy fights with Ma-ma-oo and her sister Kate 
over his trophy collection, claiming "she was closer to Mick than anyone else in the family 
[because] they had suffered through residential school together" (146). Kit Dobson directs our 
attention to the fact that "violence predicated upon the history of colonization underwrites the 
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novel's characters' lives" (64) but warns against the dangers of approaching a text like Monkey 
Beach without having some basic or general knowledge about the legacy of colonialism in 
Aboriginal communities. Without such knowledge, the subtleties of the text are lost. 
In a delightful postmodern twist, Robinson takes the trauma of colonialism inflicted upon 
Aboriginal peoples and connects it to the decline and disappearance of the b 'gwus: 
There are mmours that they killed themselves off, fighting over some unfathomable 
cause. Other reports say they starved to death near the turn of the century, after a decade 
of horrible winters. A variation of this mmour says that they were infected with TB and 
smallpox, but managed to survive by leaving the victims to die in the woods. They are no 
longer sighted, no longer make dashes into villages to carry off women and children, 
because they avoid disease-ridden humans. (318, my italics) 
By associating the b 'gwus so closely with the colonial trauma inflicted upon and suffered by 
Aboriginal peoples, Robinson humanizes the b 'gwus by suggesting that the borders between 
human and non-human are not as well-defined as Western thought leads us to believe. 
Furthermore, claiming that "B'gwus is part of a larger social complex, complete with its own 
clans, stories, and wars" (318). Robinson draws a parallel between pre-contact, pre-colonial 
Aboriginal societies and the b 'gwus. In a way, they are estranged reflections of one another. 
This observation does not suggest a connection between Aboriginal peoples and animalistic 
behaviour or 'savagery', quite the contrary; before colonial influence, Aboriginal peoples and 
creatures like the b 'gwus were closer, their worlds existed in relative harmony, but after 
European contact the worlds drifted apart, creating tension and a sense of spiritual and cultural 
disconnect. 
Robinson enjoys playing with the tensions between Western and Aboriginal perspectives 
throughout her text. For instance, when Lisamarie and Jimmy Hill are children, their father 
Albert tells them stories of b 'gwus, stories that were passed down from his father, Ba-ba-oo. 
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Jimmy's favourite story involves two trappers who go up the mountains near Monkey Beach. 
The first trapper, while checking his traps catches "a glimpse of light brown fur through the 
leaves" (7) and initially dismisses it as a grizzly bear; however, he is caught off-guard by twenty 
b 'gwus, described as "tall, with thick brown hair on their chests, arms and legs" with "heads 
[that] were shaped oddly, very large and slanted back sharply from the brow" (7). This trapper 
manages to escape with his life - his partner is not so lucky - and when he returns to his village, 
he has an artist carve a sasquatch mask. At the conclusion of the story, Albert adorns a copy of 
the original mask and chases his children around the living room, pinning them to the floor and 
tickling them. Soon afterwards Jimmy buys a cheap camera and asks his father to take him to 
Monkey Beach because "that's where the b 'gwus are" (9). He wishes to photograph the creature 
and send it to a tabloid magazine, World Weekly Globe, to claim the thirty thousand dollar 
reward for "anyone who got a picture of a sasquatch" (10). Albert tells Jimmy that "Sasquatches 
are make-believe, like fairies. They don't really exist" (10) but Jimmy argues that "Ma-ma-oo 
says they're real" (10). The tension and interplay between reality and fantasy is quite clear and is 
made even more so when Albert says "your grandmother thinks the people on TV are real" (10), 
allowing readers to see the b 'gwus as what Appleford calls "another example of popular culture, 
to be catalogued with the myriad other examples in the novel, such as Dynasty, Elvis, Air 
Supply, and supermarket tabloids" (88). And the b 'gwus is not the only spirit in the novel to be 
catalogued with pop culture references. The little man is a harbinger of doom, appearing to 
Lisamarie to warn her about a time of death and tribulation. As a girl, she says, "Bad things 
happen. After he comes" (225). He warns her about Mick's death, but she tries to ignore the 
warning: "I kept thinking, Nothing's wrong. Nothing's wrong. Mick's just goofing off. He's 
fine" (134). Ma-ma-oo explains the little man to Lisamarie as an unreliable guide, and cautions 
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against placing too much faith in him: "Never tmst the spirit world too much. They think 
different from the living" (153). Lisamarie likens him to a leprechaun with "wild electric red" 
hair like a troll doll (132), wearing a "green plaid shirt [that] jingled with tiny bells" (21). She 
also describes him as having "a shock of bright red hair which stood up in messy, tangled puffs 
that he sometimes hid under a black top hat" (27) and says that he likes to jig. 
Robinson makes the b 'gwus a haunting and terrifying presence, provoking real fear 
amongst the Haisla characters in the novel. During Jimmy's race to photograph a sasquatch to 
capture the large reward, Lisamarie finds herself momentarily alone in the woods of Monkey 
Beach. She catches a glimpse of "a tall man, covered in brown fur" grinning at her "with too 
many teeth" (16) before he vanishes back into the trees. She remembers being terrified: "I 
couldn't move. Then I heard myself screaming and I stood there, not moving," and doubting if 
she "had just imagined the whole thing" (16). Meanwhile, upon hearing his sister's screams, 
Jimmy comes running with his camera, wildly snapping pictures, asking which direction the 
sasquatches went. At this moment, the excitement of photographing a sasquatch overwhelms 
any fear for Jimmy; however, after scouring the surrounding area alone, Lisamarie remembers 
him looking tired and scared and clinging to her side. Lisamarie is constantly reluctant to admit 
what she has seen for fear people will think her crazy: "I cringed when I imagined myself telling 
people I'd seen a b'gwus. They'd snicker about it the way they did when Ma-ma-oo insisted they 
were real" (17). 
After Jimmy's favourite sasquatch story and the subsequent tickle-fest, Ma-ma-oo 
expresses her disapproval, insisting wearing the monkey mask and chasing the children will give 
them nightmares. Sure enough Lisamarie recalls how "Jimmy would crawl into my bed late at 
night when he thought I was asleep and curl into my side" (9) and tiptoe out early the next 
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morning. When the siblings are older, Jimmy decides to have friends over one day, tells his 
sister, "don't be a freak" (167), and since Lisamarie can no longer manhandle him, she hatches a 
plan. She digs the monkey mask copy out of the attic, shakes out the dust and puts it on, and 
patiently hides in Jimmy's closet. At the perfect moment, she makes her move, leaping out of 
the closet roaring and waving her arms: "Jimmy's expression of horror, his complete and utter 
terror, was beyond anything I'd expected. His friends leaped off the bed and screamed like 
sissies. I raced out of the room with Jimmy and his friends in hot pursuit. I tossed the mask on 
the living room chair, laughing as I headed outside..." (168). There are many ways of interpreting 
this rather humorous event. The boys' reaction is a manifest of the utter shock of Jimmy's 
"freak" sister's stunt, but there is also an underlying, primal cultural fear of the b 'gwus. There is 
another interesting element here we should explore. According to Halpin, masks are worn to 
dramatize the "naxnox" or power of names: "in which the personifications of power are 
impersonated by humans. In the impersonation, the human merges his or her identity with the 
power being itself (222). Lisamarie calls upon the power of the b 'gwus to scare her brother 
and his friends, and since she is still wearing the mask when the boys begin chasing her, for these 
few brief moments she crosses the human/non-human threshold and becomes the Sasquatch, the 
b 'gwus, being actively pursued, cleverly hoping to cleverly elude capture. But underneath the 
mask, Lisamarie is still human, carrying out what Halpin refers to as a "masking transformation" 
(222), a term for the knowledge that a human being is beneath the mask. In other words, the 
transformation is just an act. Even though she removes the mask before making her escape into 
the wilderness, her laughter mocks the boys' inability to catch her, to concretely prove her 
sasquatchean existence. 
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But perhaps the most telling example of the haunting and terrifying presence of the 
b 'gwus comes from Lisamarie when she attempts to describe the howl of the b 'gwus: 
At night, very late and in remote parts of British Columbia, if you listen long enough, you 
sometimes hear him. His howl is not like a wolf's and not like a human's, but is 
something in between. It rings and echoes off the mountains, and you can convince 
yourself it is a wolf or maybe a pack of inebriated teenagers 4x4ing it up some logging 
road, but if your body reacts by tensing, if your skin tightens into goose bumps, your 
instincts are warning you that he is still around. (318, my italics) 
The howling b 'gwus in the above passage transgresses multiple boundaries between humans and 
animals, physical and spiritual, natural and supernatural. The phrase "it rings and echoes off the 
mountains" lends credibility to Lisamarie's assumption that it is not an animal: wolf howls do 
not echo. Instead, this howl is a mimicry, belonging to some creature trying to imitate both an 
animal and human sound. We should see a subtle connection to the Gitksan manifestation of 
pa 'gwus or 'wealth woman,' whose power lies with her ability to mimic humans, specifically the 
cry of a newborn baby. According to Halpin, the existence of such a human attribute in nature 
creates "a perceptual bridge uniting man and animal" leading to a concrete being that could "be 
encountered by man himself in the woods or on the ocean when away from human settlement" 
(214). Following this line of thought, are we to assume that Lisamarie's belief in hearing a 
b 'gwus howl makes it possible for her to encounter it in the woods? And if so, what are the 
outcomes of such a meeting? Answering these questions brings us to the very heart of the 
matter; exploring the relationship between Lisamarie, her encounters with the spiritual world, 
and the elusive b 'gwus. 
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II: Lisamarie as a b 'gwus figure 
Lisamarie inhabits multiple spheres, the in-between, and the liminal space; consequently, 
she always feels like an outsider, even within her own family. Her status as an outsider is 
directly linked to her gift - seeing and communicating with spirits- which she inherited from her 
mother's side of the family, as revealed in a conversation between Lisamarie and Ma-ma-oo: 
"Your mother's side of the family has it strong" (153). Rather than providing guidance and 
teaching Lisamarie to embrace her gift, her mother chooses to ignore it, and in doing so creates a 
sense of alienation. When the crows speak to Lisamarie in Haisla, her mother's response 
contextualizes her perspective that Lisamarie is sick and in need of Western medicine: "[It's] 
clearly a sign... that you need Prozac" (3). Castricano reveals that when Lisamarie's strong 
feelings are coupled with "hearing, seeing, and talking with ghosts... [there are] grounds in 
Western medicine for prescribing psychotropic drugs" (804). This attitude reflects differing, 
indeed contrasting, cultural perspectives of (mental) illness and medicine, and when combined 
with Lisamarie's frustration over her inability to interpret the messages the spirits send her, it is 
no wonder she is hesitant to share her prophetic dreams with anyone. She contemplates talking 
to her father about her dreams but reconsiders: "Sometimes I want to share my peculiar dreams 
with [dad]. But when I bring them up, he looks at me like I've just taken off my shirt and danced 
topless in front of him" (20). At one point, Lisamarie's parents send her to Ms. Jenkins, a 
psychologist, who assumes Lisamarie's belief in ghosts and spirits are an "attempt to deal with 
death" (273). During their short conversation, Lisamarie cannot ignore the spirit attached to Ms. 
Jenkins: "What I tried not to focus on was the thing that was beside her, whispering in her ear. It 
had no flesh, just tight, thin skin over bones. Its fingers sank into her arms, its legs wrapped 
around her waist as it clung to her like a baby" (273). Ms. Jenkins and her short-sighted 
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diagnosis reflect a Western attitude and she is quick to dismiss any possibilities which have no 
place in Western culture. To end the conversation more quickly, Lisamarie lies to Ms. Jenkins, 
claiming she only sees ghosts as a way of "getting attention" and Ms. Jenkins encourages her 
renunciation, "I think this was a very good session. I 'm sure that with a little work, you 11 be 
back to normal in no time" (274, my italics). Ms. Jenkins believes Lisamarie can be fixed, given 
enough time; in this way, Ms. Jenkins is forcing a Western perspective on an Aboriginal 
worldview. Castricano draws our attention to this scene because it is "a powerful reminder that, 
in Western culture, there really is no room for contact with the dead, or for that matter, the spirit 
world" (804). With the help of her grandmother, Lisamarie leams to accept spirits as just a part 
of her life, and as she matures, her conceptions of b 'gwus change and she begins to understand 
herself and her place in the world. As previously mentioned, Ma-ma-oo is the only character in 
the novel to instill the importance and dangers of such an intimate connection with the spiritual 
world in Lisamarie. When the two are gathering herbs in the woods to make medicine, Ma-ma-
oo introduces her granddaughter to plant called oxasuli: "Powerful medicine. Very dangerous. It 
can kill you, do you understand? You have to respect it" (151). According to Castricano, the 
Haisla word oxasuli refers to "a plant that is dangerous and works, especially to keep ghosts at 
bay" (809), suggesting the oxasuli foreshadows and then parallels Lisamarie's dangerous 
relationship with the spirit world, including the b 'gwus. However, there is some discrepancy 
surrounding oxasuli's scientific classification, pointing to a disjunction or tension between 
Eurocentric and Aboriginal knowledge systems. 
Despite her status as an outsider, Lisamarie is very outspoken, even as a child, and her 
nature of pushing back, or often hitting back, earns her the nickname "monster," a term 
especially endearing to her AIM-activist uncle Mick, who was often called the same in his youth. 
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Lisamarie's monstrosity takes several forms throughout the novel. Everything begins when she 
is tired of being called a "wussy baby" (64) by Frank at school and fights back. Enraged, she 
pulls him off his bike; "I sank my teeth into the closest part of him, which happened to be his 
butt. He howled and tried to punch me off, but I dug my teeth in harder, until I could taste his 
blood through his shorts" (65). Sparks fly at the Emergency Room when Lisamarie refuses to 
apologize to Frank, choosing instead to say, "you taste like poo" (67), and prompting Frank's 
mother to call her "an evil little monster" (67). Mick transforms this new nickname into a term 
of endearment: "you are my favourite monster in the whole wide world" (67). Lisamarie's 
monstrosity is revealed again when she is a girl and refuses to read a passage from a history book 
"that said that the Indians on the northwest coast of British Columbia had killed and eaten people 
as religious sacrifices" (68). She claims "it's all lies" and the teacher stares at her "as if [she] 
were mutating into a hideous thing from outer space" (69). She then informs her teacher of Ma-
ma-oo's thoughts on Aboriginal cannibalism: "Ma-ma-oo told me it was just pretend, the eating 
people, like drinking Christ's blood at Communion" (69). We should pause here to consider the 
tension between the written word and the oral stories; by challenging the content of the history 
book and her teacher, Lisamarie is questioning and resisting Western perceptions of knowledge 
and its association with power and authority. Her comment about Communion being only 
pretend reveals that Lisamarie is also questioning the validity of Christianity. Either way, she is 
broaching topics her teacher wishes to avoid and is fighting the false identity placed on her and 
all Aboriginal peoples. The teacher is angered by Lisamarie's resistance: "she slowly turned red, 
and said I didn't know what I was talking about" (69), and tells her to sit down in a pitiful effort 
to silence her. Lisamarie knows she is already in trouble so she sings "Fuck the Oppressors" in 
class and is dragged, still singing, to the principal's office. Mick is so proud of her actions that 
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he has the teacher's note laminated and framed. Andrews explains that Lisamarie's recognition 
of herself in monstrous terms is a crucial breakthrough because "it links her to her Haisla culture 
and gives value to her talents in a context that fuses contemporary concerns with long-standing 
tribal narratives" (18). Robinson repeatedly crosses cultural boundaries in her text, offering what 
Castricano refers to as "a means of 'learning to live' by teaching Lisamarie that talking with 
ghosts is transformational... [involving] the recollection as well as the reintegration of a spiritual 
dimension of Haisla culture" (802). 
J.A. Wainwright argues that the b 'gwus is an important creature for Lisamarie, 
"signifying both violent connections to the natural world and a transcendental quality that is 
bound up with spiritual search" (118). For Wainwright, the b 'gwus underlines Lisamarie's 
longing for old Haisla knowledge, for shape-shifting knowledge: "Such wisdom might deliver 
her from an angst that is not defined by what whites have done to her, but by the gap between the 
vagaries of her quotidian existence and the sense of certainties rooted in as-yet inexpressible 
combinations of her Haisla heritage and western culture" (119). Lisamarie's search for self-
identity is greatly influenced by her encounters with spirits, including the b 'gwus and the little 
man, and at certain moments in the novel, these spirits mirror and reflect her behaviour back at 
herself. Moreover, the appearances of spirits and beings shape her emotional, psychological, and 
spiritual developments. Halpin believes "the essence of [b 'gwus] is that it is found throughout 
nature... wherever a man catches a glimpse of himself in nature, including his own death" (225, 
my italics). In the case of Monkey Beach, Appleford argues that Lisamarie finds herself in 
nature, her tme identity as a young b 'gwus. Lisamarie's stmggle for knowledge is complex, 
therefore, so is her relationship to b'gwus: 
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The traditional b'gwus narrative, with its connections to 'wealth woman' and 'land otter 
woman,' offers Robinson the opportunity to interpolate a traditional Haisla narrative of 
reward, crime and retribution into the contemporary story of a young Haisla woman's 
coming-of-age. Yet, if Lisamarie's encounter with the b'gwus is meant to imbue her role 
with traditional Haisla significance, what is it? Since the b'gwus can bestow great wealth, 
act as scourge of the sexually deviant, or drive the witness mad, it isn't at all clear which 
(if any) meaning is predominant. (92) 
According to Halpin, the 'wealth woman' is said to be "closely related with the land otter" (213) 
and is also known as the pi 'kis or hagwelox. She is "no simple or easily comprehended being... 
and in her animal dimension is alternately bird, otter, monkey, and whale" (214) but her 
attributes throughout her transformations are "her fierce and possessive motherhood, her crying 
baby, and her resemblance to a human" (214). Appleford claims the 'wealth woman' occupies 
"double liminal roles of benefactor and judge" (90). In many stories she carries a large basket on 
her back and her primary function is "to exchange the power to acquire wealth for the [safe] 
return of her child" (Halpin 215). Sometimes she is only seen by those who are not looking for 
her, while other times she is seen by those who are about to die by her hand. Sometimes she is a 
dangerous sea monster whose beautiful child floats on the water to lure in victims, while other 
times she kills the people in a village where there are instances of sexual deviancy, such as 
improper marriages or incest (Halpin 214). In Monkey Beach, there is an underlying subtext 
concerning Lisamarie's parentage. She recalls an intimate instance when Mick sneaks up behind 
her mother Gladys and "encircled her waist with his arms and gave her a gentle kiss on the 
neck," while she "pulled his arms off, slowly, then pushed him away, eyes downcast" (122). 
Aunt Tmdy is quick to deny any mmours: "Your mom and Mick went on a few dates, but he left 
before they... um, before they... did anything" (130). Robinson admits in an interview with 
Martina Rossler that "Mick is actually Lisa[marie]'s father" (125). Mick and Gladys's taboo 
behaviour invites the judgment and retribution of the spirit world, of the 'wealth woman.' As 
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previously mentioned, the 'wealth woman' is closely linked to otters and can change form into 
frightening sea monsters, so it should not really be surprising that Mick is killed by seals. 
Lisamarie remembers, "Mick wasn't in the water long, but the seals got him" (144). On Mick's 
birthday, she cannot get the image of his body out of mind: "My father had pulled Mick's corpse 
from the net and wrapped him in a tarp. Mick's face, right arm and part of his leg had been eaten 
off by seals and crabs" (148). She has a similar vision of Mick's death in the session with Ms. 
Jenkins: "I kept seeing Mick's body as Dad pulled it into the boat, Mick's empty eye sockets in 
his lipless face, the fishing net embedded in his skin" (274). 
According to Halpin, the 'land otter woman' can also be seen as a living embodiment 
"where associations of death, insanity, and human/animal transformations are explicitly 
conjoined" (295). Halpin relays a contemporary Gitskan belief that "meeting a Land Otter 
Person can cause insanity, and that the animal can transform itself into a simulacmm of a relative 
or a loved one to entice its victim" (295). In Monkey Beach, Lisamarie has an encounter with a 
floating child that almost ends with her death; she is walking down to the beach, watching seals 
play, and espies "something in the water [that] was drifting out with the tide" (356). She wades 
into the water to investigate: "I thought it might be a cat, but the closer I got, I knew it wasn't. 
For a moment, it looked like a baby in a christening outfit. But when I was a few feet from it, it 
was just a bucket" (356). Jimmy comes running down the beach to see his sister waist deep in 
the ocean and calls out to her, "What the hell are you doing?" (357). Seemingly unaware of the 
danger, Lisamarie continues trying to reach the object: "I reached for the bucket, felt it bump 
against my legs. My arm went numb as I plunged it under the surface. I had trouble grasping the 
handle. Something caught my ankle then and yanked me under" (357). Jimmy rescues his sister, 
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but the whole event unnerves him, makes him more protective because he realizes just how 
dangerous Lisamarie's gift can be. 
Lisamarie's biting attack on Frank foreshadows her connection with another b'gwus 
figure, T'sonoqua, or the 'basket ogress.' Kulperger refers to T'sonoqua as "linger[ing] at the 
thresholds of dominant Canadian mythologies, reflecting ambivalence for powerful First 
Nations' female subjectivity and the selective exploitation of First Nations' cultures" ("Familiar 
Ghosts" 113). Andrews argues that T'sonoqua offers an "alternative to the commercial fame of 
the male sasquatch, one that can be resurrected productively to serve the needs of Haisla women" 
("Rethinking the Canadian Gothic" 221), and that Lisamarie's status as an outcast allows her to 
identify with T'sonoqua. She is a figure of monstrous femininity: a powerful but outcast female 
presence, existing on the fringes of society. In Monkey Beach, she is the 'wild woman of the 
woods' and is described as a cannibalistic trickster: 
She covers herself in a cloak and pretends to be an old woman. She will ask for your 
help, feigning a helpless shake in her hands as she leans on her cane. If you are moved to 
go close enough for her to see you with her poor vision, she will straighten to her tme 
height, and the hands that grip you will be as strong as a man's. She is an ogress, and she 
won't let go because, to her, human flesh is especially sweet. (337) 
T'sonoqua is more violent and frightening than her male b'gwus counterpart; her story is more 
likely to be completely forgotten because no one searches for her: "discredited scientists and 
amateur sleuths aren't hunting for her. There are no conferences debating her existence. She 
doesn't have her own beer commercials" (337). While Lisamarie is not a cannibal, she does bite 
Frank and draw blood; this act allows for an interpretation of eating children. Kulpenger 
believes T'sonoqua's abandonment of traditional female societal roles makes her dangerous as 
the idea of "the woman who lives outside the home and nurtures herself by eating children rather 
than nurturing them - is so threatening that it cannot be incorporated into Canadian mythology 
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and dominant culture" ("Transculturation" 91). Indeed tales of T'sonoqua are certainly rare 
outside certain Aboriginal communities. In Monkey Beach Robinson tells readers that 
"T'sonoqua is not as famous as B'gwus," she is only "remembered in scattered campfire tales," 
and has faded to "a dim memory" (337). It is no wonder then that Lisamarie has difficulty 
piecing together a ten page English essay on T'sonoqua: "I had to modernize a myth by 
analyzing it then comparing it with someone real, and had got as far as comparing her with [the 
rumoured village witch] Screwy Ruby" (337). 
Aside from Lisamarie and Screwy Ruby, there is another powerful outcast figure in the 
novel, Ma-ma-oo. Her house is never burgled because "everyone thought it was haunted" (76) 
and she is the only grandmother in the village "who regularly needed a machete" (214). For 
Kulperger, Ma-ma-oo is "a model of cultural outsiderness" and "subverts the notion of elderly 
female dependence and weakness" ("Transculturation" 91). Kulperger argues Robinson uses 
T'sonoqua to point to a selective manipulation of Haisla beliefs to "support grand narratives of 
Canadian identity - such as the laid-back (white) guy or the threatening First Nations woman" 
(113). In doing so, Robinson "normalizes and deflates the monstrous of its alterity [and] reveals 
its specific meaning, relevance, and place in Haisla communities and knowledges where, brought 
back into context, the monster figure is demystified and removed from the spectacular realm of 
awe, fear, and wonder" (113). In the words of Michele Lacombe, Monkey Beach makes room 
for "female shamans, female warriors, and female monsters such as T'sonoqua, but also for 
female artists and writers, as well as wives and sisters, mothers and daughters, aunties and 
grandmothers" (272). 
Robinson's description of T'sonoqua, specifically the reference to T'sonoqua being an 
ogress, directed my research to another character from Aboriginal lore, or perhaps the same 
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character by another name. In West Coast Salish legends, the 'basket ogress' (also called 
Qalqalit) is a giant woman with a large basket on her back, luring children back to her home so 
she can eat them (Thompson 214). The story, "Qalqalit, the Basket Ogress," which was told and 
recorded in Squamish, then translated into English, begins with a warning: "In the old days they 
used to warn the children to be careful, not to accept anything from anyone they didn't know" 
(114). Qalqalit fools the hungry children of a local village, telling them she has dried salmon for 
them, and when they reach for the food, she catches them by the hands and throws them into her 
basket. During the journey back to her house, one child cuts a hole in the basket and frees the 
smaller children; Qalqalit hears the thumping noises the freed children make when they drop to 
the ground, but is told the sound is "Nothing, Granny, those are your heels thumping" (115). She 
reaches her home, stokes up a fire, and prepares the children for roasting. Soon she begins 
dancing with joy and excitement; meanwhile, the fire continues to grow. The children beg her to 
"come a little closer, Granny, doing your dance" (115) and they push her into the fire. Inhabiting 
peripheral spaces and transgressing the social order, the cannibalistic ogress seems to be a 
transcultural figure appearing in the folklore of many peoples. For example, after reading the 
story, I noticed connections to the tale "Hansel and Gretel" by the Brothers Grimm. In both 
tales, the basket ogress and the witch are dangerous, considered threats to the nearby community, 
and therefore, are outcasts from society. Using the promise of food, they both lure children into 
their grasp with the intention of eating them, and they are both pushed into the cooking fire by 
the very children they wished to eat. In Lisamarie's village there are strong and dangerous 
women that inhabit the fringes, the rumoured witch Screwy Ruby and Ma-ma-oo. Their 
existence on the margins is significant because both women literally and metaphorically are the 
mediators between the natural and supernatural, the normal and anomalous, and have an alliance 
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with supernatural powers. Deleuze and Guattari state that sorcerers and, by extension witches 
and shamans, exist "at the edge of the fields or woods. They haunt the fringes. They are at the 
borderline of the village, or between villages" (271). What are we to make of these similarities? 
Is Robinson simply continuing to play with the tensions between Western and Aboriginal 
perspectives? By linking Lisamarie and Ma-ma-oo with T'sonoqua, Robinson simultaneous 
keeps the myth alive and modernizes it for a new generation. Of course, Robinson also ensures 
T'sonoqua's survival by including her in Monkey Beach. 
The final section of Monkey Beach - the land of the dead - is the climax of Lisamarie's 
journey to find her brother Jimmy, and the spirits of Monkey Beach demand a blood sacrifice 
before revealing his fate. Once placated, they show Jimmy's final moments aboard the Queen of 
the North: he kills Josh for mistreating and raping Karaoke, dives overboard and swims for 
shore, but drowns in the process. During the vision, Lisamarie meets Ma-ma-oo, who once again 
tries to make her understand the dangerous nature of her gift: "You have a dangerous gift... It's 
like oxasuli. Unless you know how to use it, it will kill you" (371). The concluding paragraph 
offers readers no concrete solutions to the ambiguity of the novel as a whole: 
I lie on the sand. The clamshells are hard against my back. I am no longer cold. I am so 
light I could just float away. Close, very close, a b'gwus howls - not quite human, not 
quite wolf, but something in between. The howl echoes off the mountains. In the 
distance, I hear the sound of a speedboat. (374) 
I do not claim to solve the great mystery of the ending rather just provide a series of possible 
interpretations. Appleford presents his own two plausible perspectives: "On one end of the 
interpretative spectmm, she is hearing herself howl, accepting... her role in the ethical universe 
she flounders within. On the other end, she is hearing howling from a creature who promises 
ethical certainty, the ability to judge, reward, or punish" (95). On the surface, this passage 
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suggests that after completing exhausting physical, psychological, and spiritual journeys in her 
search for Jimmy, Lisamarie simply waits on the beach to be picked up by her parents; however, 
this approach is too simplistic, as is the interpretation that Lisamarie is dying or dead. 
Admittedly, the references to no longer being cold and being so light that she could just float 
away support the perspective that she is either dead or dying, but the clamshells anchor her to the 
world of the living; if she were dead, the clamshells would not be hard against her back, she 
would simply see them lying on the beach. Perhaps the biggest clue to solving this puzzle are 
the sounds - the b 'gwus howl is close and the sound of the speedboat is far-away - suggesting a 
closer relationship to the spirit world and the b 'gwus and a more distant one to the non-spiritual 
world. The spirits of her family, Ma-ma-oo, Mick, and Jimmy, all play a part in saving 
Lisamarie's life. Ma-ma-oo continuously encourages Lisamarie to return to the world of the 
living, "We're where we belong, but you have to go back... Go back. You've come too far into 
this world. Go back" (371-372). Mick greets her, "Hiya, Monster," and cheers on her rebellious 
nature, "You go out there and give 'em hell. Red power" (373). But it is Jimmy who tmly helps 
save his sister from drowning: "Fragmented, shivering light from the surface streams down. 
Jimmy stands beside me and holds his hand out for me. The moment I touch it, warmth spreads 
down my arms. He almost wrenches off my arm as he takes hold of my shoulders and shoves" 
(372-373). After she is safely ashore, she hears the spirits singing and speaking and, for the first 
time, she "can understand the words even though they are in Haisla" (373). Lisamarie's 
experiences with the spirit world, combined with Ma-ma-oo's teachings, have allowed her to 
expand her cultural knowledge, and, therefore, her identity. 
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"While our traditional forms of Aboriginal knowledge may not have begun in a hi-tech, capitalist society, our 
communities thrived in that traditional essence and our people were healthy in mind, body, and spirit " - Angela 
Cavender Wilson 
Chapter Four 
Story and Authorship 
In the Aboriginal worldview, stories are intimately connected to the land and the histories 
of Aboriginal peoples. Deborah McGreggor draws attention to the importance of understanding 
that knowledge comes from a multitude of sources: "knowledge comes from the Creator and 
from Creation itself. Many stories and teachings are gained from animals, plants, the moon, the 
stars, water, wind, and the spirit world. Knowledge is also gained from vision, ceremony, prayer, 
intuitions, dreams, and personal experience" (388). Angela Cavender Wilson stresses the 
importance of knowledge, what she calls core traditions, as coming directly from "a divine 
source" (70). Traditional stories are told cross-generationally, typically by elders, who consider 
the accounts as belonging to the community. Because knowledge changes over time as it is 
passed down the generations, McGreggor states that knowledge is both "cumulative and 
dynamic" (393), not static. The role of storytelling in the preservation of Aboriginal 
community's history and culture cannot be stressed enough. Kelli Lyon Johnson argues in many 
Native cultures "knowledges are embedded, preserved, and transmitted through stories" (112). 
Lee Maracle makes her thoughts quite clear in "Oratory: Coming to Theory" when she declares 
words are "not objects to be wasted" because they "represent the accumulated knowledge, 
cultural values, the vision of an entire people or peoples." Maracle's position revolves around 
story as being "the most persuasive and sensible way to present the accumulated thoughts and 
values of a people" and, moreover, that Aboriginal peoples present "thought through story [as] 
human beings doing something, real characters working out the process of thought and being." 
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In fact, as she informs Rossler in an interview, in almost every Aboriginal story "it's about the 
people and their relationships with each other, with the world, with the way things work and that 
sort of thing" (121). 
Julie Cruikshank reminds us in "Life History" that "Storytelling does not occur in a 
vacuum. Storytellers need an audience, a response, in order to make the storytelling a worthwhile 
experience" (16). In "Story Words," Richard Wagamese explains that stories are an interactive 
dialogue between story-teller and listeners: 
When you invite somebody for a story to sit by that fire, it's not just because I'm going to 
entertain you for a half hour. It's, 'Come on over here and listen to this story that I've got 
because I can take you somewhere... I can take you with me somewhere and I'll bring 
you back.' But you can always have that ability to go back there again whenever you 
want. It's a teaching device. It's a spiritual mechanism to allow people to see beyond 
their restrictive borders, whatever they might be. (qtd. in Schorcht 78, my italics) 
For Wagamese, "stories are not just entertainment" (78). Howard Norman describes a good 
storyteller as someone who "can be prolific in gestures and voices, an entertainer as well as an 
educator" (21). Winona Wheeler blends the aspects of knowledge origins with the importance of 
education: "We are a people to whom understanding and knowledge comes by way of 
relationships - with the Creator, the past, the present, the future, life around us, each other, and 
within ourselves. And, like my ancestors, I am here on this earth to leam" (190). Oral stories are 
virtually inseparable from teaching and learning because Aboriginal ways of knowing are 
defined by relationships, with other human beings but also inhabitants of the spirit world, and 
personal experiences. 
Oral stories often contain multiple lessons or morals from which listeners should leam. 
For example, let us return to the story mentioned in the Introduction to this thesis, "Coyote's 
Eyes," and examine it a little more closely. This story contains lessons about the importance of 
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knowledge, transgression and punishment, family and generosity, and striving to make one's 
way in the world. At the beginning of the story, Coyote happens across Rabbit singing a spirit 
song that allows his eyes to leave his body and perch on a tree branch. Coyote immediately 
wishes to leam this knowledge and asks Rabbit to teach him. Rabbit eventually agrees to share 
his knowledge with Coyote but warns him, "you must never do this more than four times in one 
day, or something terrible will happen to you" (Archibald 8). Coyote wishes to show off his new 
skill to humans, ignores the warning, and a crow eats his eyes. Losing his eyes is Coyote's 
punishment for his transgression. On his journey to find new eyes, Coyote is pitied by his cousin 
animals, Mouse and Buffalo, who both give him one of their own eyes. He must now leam to 
live and make his way in the world with his "mismatched eyes" (10). I think Coyote will wander 
the world unbalanced, never learning to master his new vision, but the open-endedness of the 
story allows for multiple interpretations. In other words, the audience is left to make their own 
conclusions about Coyote's fate. 
For Lee Maracle, writing and teaching are intertwined and cannot be separated. She 
emphasizes the intimate relationship between writing and teaching in her interview with Rossler: 
"Mostly, I'm a teacher. I write because I want people to see who we are. And I want to take our 
mythology and make it work for today" (121). In order for stories to influence contemporary 
society in a more widespread way, and to preserve the stories, oral stories are often translated to 
text. Translation of traditional oral stories to written texts encounters many problems; language 
and translation, cultural resistance, audience interaction and participation, and the active nature 
of the stories themselves all change in the shift from oral to written form. Translating an oral 
story from its original Aboriginal language to English can be frustrating for writers like Tomson 
Highway, who admits to Methot at being "very angry at the English language" because it was 
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forced upon him in residential school. He says he "wrote [Kiss of the Fur Queen] in Cree, really, 
and translated it as [he] went along" but encountered great difficulty because there are some Cree 
concepts like spirituality and cosmology that are difficult to explain in English, to an English-
speaking readership. Language becomes a barrier, and to non-Aboriginal readers the meanings 
of Aboriginal concepts, like those named by Highway, risk being lost. 
Translation also changes the nature of the stories themselves and indeed the story-telling 
atmosphere and audience's experience. In Mimesis, Genres, and Post-colonial Discourse, Durix 
claims "the nature of the audience has been radically modified" (158) because story-tellers are no 
longer "physically surrounded by groups of avid listeners ready to respond to certain passages of 
the story... [and] cannot supplement their speech with attitudes or gestures which serve to stress 
certain key moments" (158). Vizenor stresses the importance of the relationship between the 
storyteller and an active listener: "the story doesn't work without a participant... there has to be a 
participant and someone to listen. I don't mean listening in the passive tense. You can even listen 
by contradiction... that's really cmcial in storytelling" (qtd. in Bmchac 300-301). There must be 
an exchange of energy between the story, the story-teller, and the listener(s) or else I would 
argue that an oral story translated to a written text alters the meaning. Kimberly Blaeser 
maintains that "Native voice and story require, exist within at the same time that they sustain, a 
sense of community. Our words, then, tmly only 'mean' in their active state" (Gerald Vizenor 
28). Voice alteration and physical gestures are an important part of story-telling, and these key 
aspects are lost when an oral story is translated to text. The ability of the story to transform is 
often also lost in translation. Once a story is put on paper, it becomes frozen in time; it cannot 
interact in the same way with the audience, rather it is limited to interpretation or 
misinterpretation. 
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In the Aboriginal worldview, stories belong to a community rather than an individual, so 
sharing or publishing stories without consent of the community is not encouraged. This is why 
many Aboriginal authors strive to find a balance between artistic/literary freedom and the 
privacy of their respective communities and cultures. As the creator of Monkey Beach, Robinson 
has complete control over which details to share and which to keep private. Robinson discusses 
some of these limitations in an interview for Quill & Quire with Suzanne Methot. She says, "I 
can't write about certain things or someone will go fatwa on me." Robinson encountered 
resistance when she asked her village elders on making the leap from oral stories to written text: 
"they were shocked that [I] wanted to write about traditional beliefs." Methot suggests Robinson 
was deeply concerned about "ticking off the denizens of the spirit world, not to mention the 
entire Haisla Nation." Robinson herself confesses her spirit guardians were not subtle with their 
hints: "I had one [spirit] poke me in the butt... Another was just so pissed at me—yelled and 
shouted. Gave me nasty dreams all night." Robinson's uncle, Haisla writer Gordon Robinson, 
met with disapproval in 1978 when he published Tales ofKitamaat. He was told, "You're not 
supposed to write them down. All our stories are oral." While Eden Robinson feels comfortable 
expressing general ideas, there are some things she just will not write about - such as traditional 
ceremonial practices - and admits to "rework[ing] stuff and [making] certain parts up" in her 
novel Monkey Beach. She stmggled with difficult decisions about preserving the oral traditions 
of the Haisla people and what things to write down and expose to the world. In an interview 
with Martina Rossler, she admits to withholding what she considers inappropriate details: 
"Haisla spiritual beliefs are regarded as something deeply private, to be shared only by your 
family, clan, and community. Discussing them with strangers is like discussing your income or 
your last colonoscopy - distasteful" (128). 
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Jennifer Payson observes there is an "automatic link made between works of fiction and 
the communities from which the writers came" (56) and that Eden Robinson resists the "internal 
and external pressures and those who attempted to define her and tell her what she is 
qualified/expected to write about" (58). To survive as a writer and as artist, Howells claims 
Robinson "has become one of the shapeshifters out of Lisa's grandmother's mythic tales" (188). 
Howells praises Robinson's Monkey Beach for being "a striking example of a hybridized text 
where different cultural systems of representation with their different languages and narrative 
traditions are held together in tension" (185). By Robinson's own admission, writer Thomas 
King has greatly influenced her writings. According to Davidson, Walton, and Andrews in 
Border Crossings, King is particularly aware of the "usefulness of producing texts that examine 
those borders between the written and the oral, the Native and the non-Native" (8) and "telling 
stories is one way to explore and reconfigure such complex interrelations from a position of in-
betweenness" (17-18). Being simultaneously inside and outside the boundaries "does not mean 
that one is immune to or from them; on the contrary, it suggests that from in-between, one can 
view either side, perhaps rejecting both" (17). Robinson becomes the shapeshifter by "crossing] 
boundaries between cultural traditions, time present and time past, reality and dream, bridging 
gaps between Native and non-Native readers" ("Rethinking" 188). Moreover, according to her 
agent Denise Bukowski, "She has two different styles in her - one aboriginal, the other 
raceless... She writes what she wants" (qtd. in Dinka). Sugars comments that Robinson 
"frustrates the reader's desire to interpret her characters on the basis of their ethno-cultural 
identity" and this ambiguity is crucial to her "dislocation of conventional constmcts of identity" 
(78). 
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Much of the literature in Canada's past is obviously prejudiced because it was written 
from a distinctly Eurocentric perspective - missionaries, explorers, and those in political and 
social power - providing little insight into complexities of the various Aboriginal cultures. 
Aboriginal authors seek to creatively re-imagine and re-possess the past, transforming it into a 
part of their characters, themselves, and their communities. Linda Hutcheon comments that 
"history is no longer to be accepted as 'how things actually happened'" and if the view of history 
"as ordered and neatly closed-off narrative is now under attack, then (logically) so too should be 
the realist presentation of historical events" (14-15). In other words, she believes we must show 
"a willingness to enter into a dialogue with history on new terms" (23). Stephen Slemon 
articulates that the reconstmction of the past requires "the recuperation of lost voices and 
discarded fragments" (16), or counter-discursive narratives to challenge grand narratives. For 
Aboriginal peoples, part of re-claiming the past is giving voice to Aboriginal experiences, their 
own versions of what happened to their peoples in their own words. 
George Lipsitz describes these counter-discursive literary practices of reclamation as 
counter-memory: 
Counter-memory looks to the past for the hidden histories excluded from dominant 
narratives. But unlike myths that seek to detach events and actions from the fabric of any 
larger history, counter-memory forces revision of existing histories by supplying new 
perspectives about the past. Counter-memory embodies aspects of myth and aspects of 
history, but it retains an enduring suspicion of both categories. Counter-memory focuses 
on localized experiences with oppression, using them to reframe and refocus dominant 
narratives purporting to represent universal experience. (213) 
Lipsitz's notion of 'counter-memory' can be viewed as a constitutive part of a wider counter-
discursive strategy. Bhabha's 'counter-narratives' which "continually evoke and erase its 
totalizing boundaries - both actual and conceptual - disturbing] those ideological maneuvers 
through which 'imagined communities' are giving essentialist identities" ("DissemiNation" 300). 
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Both perspectives strongly suggest the hegemonic practices of the past can be subverted. 
Moreover, Lipsitz expresses storytelling as a form of contesting history: 
Story-telling that leaves history to the oppressor, that imagines a world of desire detached 
from the world of necessity, cannot challenge the hegemony of dominant discourse. But 
story-telling that combines subjectivity and objectivity, that employs the insights and 
passions of myth and folklore in the service of revising history, can be a powerful tool of 
contestation. (212-213) 
Contestation of the past permits previously silenced stories to emerge and enter the cultural 
mainstream. Sugars and Turcotte argue in Unsettled Remains that Canadian Aboriginal authors 
strive to articulate a "revisioning of Canadian history and overarching national meta-narratives" 
by "challenging] dominant literary, political, and social narratives" (xviii). Eden Robinson 
focuses on the grievous consequences for the Aboriginal peoples in the Kitamaat area. In doing 
so, according to Howells, Robinson tells a different version of Canadian history and settlement: 
[She] rewrites Canadian history across generations, telling the story of European 
colonization and its disastrous consequences from a Native viewpoint, reconstructing the 
inevitably hybridized identities of Aboriginal people in the postcolonial present when so 
much of indigenous culture has been dismpted and destroyed by white cultural practices. 
(184, my italics) 
In Monkey Beach, readers see the world through a distinct Haisla lens, through the eyes 
of Lisamarie, and Robinson's narrative conveys what Jennifer Andrews refers to in "Native 
Canadian Gothic Refigured" as "the sense that whatever disorder or confusion the characters 
experience is a result of their negotiating the often jarring juxtapositions of Native and non-
Native viewpoints" (10). There is consistent tension and a subtle stmggle for autonomy 
throughout the novel, even in the name of the village of Kitamaat: "There are about four or five 
different spellings of Kitamaat in the historical writings, but the Haisla decided on Kitamaat. To 
add to the confusion, when Alcan Aluminum moved into the area in the 1950's, it built a 'city of 
the future' for its workers and named it Kitamat too, but spelled it differently" (5). There is also 
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mention of the destmction of the oolichan mns thanks to the Alcan smelter mn-off: "the Kitamat 
River used to be the best [spawning site for oolichans] but it has been polluted by all the industry 
in town, so you'd have to be pretty dense or desperate to eat anything from that river [now]" 
(92). Ella Soper-Jones argues in "The Fate of the Oolichan" that Haisla territory has been 
"encroached upon and degraded, the connections between the Haisla and the land and between 
the Haisla and the oolichan have been compromised," essentially implicating "colonial violence 
for the imminent collapse of the oolichan fishery" (24). Soper-Jones also contends that 
Robinson criticizes the Alcan smelter throughout the novel by contrasting it with nature, "the 
smelter 'hums' along in the distance, only periodically 'drowned out' by the croaking of frogs" 
and "the ironic contrast of organic detritus with non-biodegradable litter in [Robinson's] image 
of clamshells scattered alongside aluminum 'beer and pop cans'" (27). Some readers and critics 
have plucked out this thread and regarded it as ecocriticism; Robinson maintains to Methot that 
Monkey Beach is not a work of ecocriticism but allows for this interpretation: "Unintentionally, 
yes, but it wasn't my focus." 
Furthermore, economic and social realities have drastically changed since contact with 
whites. Gordon Robinson says that Kitamaat life prior to 1876 - before a converted Christian 
arrived to spread Christianity - may be described quite briefly as "entirely satisfying. Satisfying 
that is, when viewed through the eyes of the inhabitants at that time. Wants were few and there 
was an abundance of materials, readily available in season to satisfy people's needs for housing, 
clothing, food and an easy means of transport" (39). Christianity changed the social order of 
Kitamaat so drastically that the "old, almost carefree days were no more" (41). 
Revisioning history can also include drawing attention to cultural assimilation and 
deliberate historical omissions. For instance, the lack of official recognition of Aboriginal 
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soldiers in both world wars inspired Joseph Boyden to write Three Day Road. In an interview 
with Herb Wylie, Boyden admits the dedications of the novel were more "wishful thinking than 
anything else when it came to us acknowledging what our Native soldiers have done for us." He 
continues: "I think it is one of the greatest overlooked parts of Canadian history that so many of 
us know nothing about and that shocked and amazed me, especially as I read more and more 
about how many Natives volunteered" ("Pushing Out," 222). The novel is a blend of military 
history and oral tradition, the legendary life of Ojibwa hero Francis Pegahmagabow - a highly 
decorated soldier and sniper - and the government discrimination faced by veterans upon 
returning home from war. Pegahmagabow even makes a brief appearance in the novel when 
news of his accomplishments reaches Xavier and Elijah: "I've heard of one of you Indians, a 
Canadian too. They say he has killed many, many men, that he is the best hunter of us all... His 
name is Peggy" (203). In an interview with Donna Bailey Nurse for Quill & Quire, Boyden 
argues that stories of Aboriginal involvement in WWI have "gone missing from Canadian 
Chronicles of war" and firmly believes an incredible number of "native soldiers are not 
recognized for their accomplishments." According to Heike Harting and Smaro Kamboureli, 
Boyden's novel draws attention to the politics of forgetting, to "the erasure of both participation 
of First Nations in the Great War and the ongoing war the Canadian nation-state has been 
fighting against First Nations at home" (675). In this way, the novel is both an apology and an 
attempt at rectifying the lack of recognition received by Aboriginal soldiers. 
The Aboriginal men serving in the Canadian Army in WWI were "doubly colonized" 
because "they were promised land in exchange for their service, a promise that was all but 
forfeited after the war" (675). In Pegahmagabow, Adrian Hayes comments, "like many other 
returning Canadian soldiers, Pegahmagabow had brought with him the fervent hope that postwar 
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Canada would be a better place because of their sacrifices"(56), but, in tmth, life on reservations 
was "a mde awakening" (56). After returning home to Parry Sound, his health quickly began to 
decline but he was denied his rightful soldier's pension because "there didn't appear to have 
been anything wrong with him at the time of discharge" (57). Hayes comments on 
Pegahmagabow's unhappiness, even disgust, with his country after returning from war: "It's 
clear that after giving up more than four years of his life in service of his country, 
Pegahmagabow felt it owed him something more" (57). Indeed, his country did owe him and all 
war veterans so much more. Boyden comments on the unfair treatment of Aboriginal soldiers in 
his interview with Wylie: "They were made a lot of promises, too, huge promises of land, of the 
vote, of freedom, and those promises all disappeared immediately on their return home" (222). 
In Monkey Beach, Lisamarie's grandfather, Ba-ba-oo, loses his arm in the Second World War 
and gets the proverbial mn-around from the Canadian Federal Government upon returning home: 
"When he came home, he couldn't get a job or get the money he thought he should from 
Veterans Affairs because they said Indian Affairs was taking care of him. Indian Affairs said that 
if he wanted the same benefits as a white vet, he should move off reserve and give up his status" 
(81). Unable to cope with the memories of the war and the discrimination he faced from the 
government, Ba-ba-oo turns to alcohol and becomes abusive to Ma-ma-oo. Unfortunately, this 
outcome is not unique; I fear many Aboriginal soldiers followed the exact same path when their 
government and their country failed them. According to Harting and Kamboureli, the objectives 
of Three Day Road are to alert us to "unsettle dominant legitimizing discourses of history" and 
illustrate "the complex relationship between land claims, narrative, and security, and ultimately 
calls for a renewal of the bonds of indigenous land, life and community" (676). 
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In Three Day Road, Aboriginal stories are used as medicine to soothe the spirit. Niska 
takes Xavier, by canoe, into the bush and feeds him stories from the past, happy and sad 
memories, to convince him to live. She understands her nephew is spiritually sick, "When I look 
at him and see the pain cross his face I remind myself that he suffers in a way I can't see" (213), 
and her stories distract him from being trapped and constantly engulfed in memories of war. She 
reminds him that the Bird family has a sacred responsibility as windigo killers and remarks 
"there is tmth in this story that Xavier needs to hear, and maybe it is best that he hears it in his 
sleep so that the medicine in the tale can slip into him unnoticed" (259). The healing effect of 
the stories places Xavier as the one who carries on the traditional line, thus, establishing 
continuity in his family history and, by extension, in the history of his community and 
Aboriginal peoples. 
In Kiss of the Fur Queen, stories serve a slightly different purpose; they remind the 
Okimasis brothers of their heritage and of their life before attending residential school. After 
completing residential school, Champion-Jeremiah enrolls in a post-secondary school in 
Winnipeg, and finds himself for the first time in the ethnic minority. At the conclusion of his 
European history class presentation on the French Revolution, he remarks that it was the most 
violent and bloody period in world history; Amanda Clear Sky disagrees, stating her belief that 
the colonization of North America, specifically the treatment of Aboriginal peoples, was just as 
bloody. After class ends, Champion and Amanda Clear Sky quarrel in the hallway over the 
importance of Aboriginal history and she declares, "You just shouldn't forget that we have a 
history too" (149). Champion ponders her words, eventually coming to the conclusion that he 
must not forget his Cree history; it is a part of his individual identity. As young men Champion-
Jeremiah and Dancer-Gabriel visit the Polo Park shopping mall; over lunch they talk about Aunt 
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Black-eyed Susan's story about Weesageechak. This story, as discussed in Chapter Two of this 
thesis, is a metaphor for greed; however, it also reminds them of home, of their Cree heritage. 
Aboriginal authors seek to put right the (mis)representation of Aboriginal peoples in 
literature; however, with these colonial ideologies so deeply ingrained in Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal peoples' psyche, it continues to be a stmggle. As Kimberly Blaeser explains in 
"Native Literature: Seeking a Critical Center," Aboriginal literature "is approached with an 
already established theory, and the implication is that the worth of the literature is essentially 
validated by its demonstrated adherence to a respected literary mode, dynamic, or style" (55-56, 
my italics). She refers to literary theory, established by Western academia; arguably, such theory 
is very elitist, not easily understood by those outside academic circles. Nonetheless, her point is 
that imposing a Eurocentric literary mbric on Aboriginal texts is not only unreasonable but 
detrimental. Blaeser contends applying the same Western literary theory model to Aboriginal 
texts "clearly violates its integrity and performs a new act of colonization and conquest" (55). 
Moreover, Blaeser argues that employing theories "is still that of colonization: authority 
emanating from the mainstream critical center to the marginalized native texts" (56). Dee Home 
states that colonized writers can "face a double bind" because if their writing conforms to 
Eurocentric standards, "their work is either dismissed as inauthentic, an imitation... or their work 
is incorporated into the canon, and they are acknowledged as mastering the dominant discourse" 
(2). 
Armand Ruffo writes, "words and stories have always meant power in Native culture, 
and is through this sacred power that Native people have always expressed their sense of 
identity" (174). Kateri Damm argues that Aboriginal identity is dynamic, and through the power 
of words Aboriginal authors can counteract the negative images and stereotypes as represented in 
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literature; "with the weakening of colonial attitudes we can move towards greater cultural, 
artistic, and creative forms of expression that reflect the changing faces of who we are" (24). 
Laura Smyth Groening discusses the power relations embedded in the hybridization of 
Aboriginal identity: "Hybridity in Canada has been a strong, well-intentioned phenomenon, but it 
is one that proposes a route chosen only by those in a position of power, while Native and Metis 
writers have preferred to follow other roads to identity" (Listening to Old Woman Speak 121). 
Smyth Groening seemingly confuses hybridity and assimilation. Home warns against such a 
reductionist approach, stating that hybridization does not have to involve assimilation "one 
culture dominating and taking over another culture - but can be a recognition of the interactions 
between cultures" (xvii-xviii). Durix argues that hybridity does not place writers in "a no man's 
land between two cultures" but rather "forms the basis of their questioning of the fixed terms that 
such a polarity implies" (188). Continuing on Bhabha's thoughts on the in-between space 
carrying the burden of the meaning of culture, Durix comments that cross-culturalism may serve 
"as a useful reminder of the very nature of identity and culture, two notions which are far more 
problematic than common stereotypes might lead us to believe" (189). As we have seen, identity 
is never fixed but rather in a constant state of fluidity and influenced by internal and external 
forces. 
Damm expresses exasperation with the unreal expectations placed on Canadian 
Aboriginal authors by some Western audiences: 
First Nations writers are often expected to write about certain issues, to share certain 
values, to use certain symbols and icons, and to speak in certain ways. We are expected 
to know everything about our own cultures and histories from land claims to spiritual 
practices to traditional dress. More than that, we are expected to know this for all 52 First 
nations in Canada and, where applicable, in the United States. And when we write, we 
are often expected to draw on this knowledge in writing poetic 'tales' about shamans and 
tricksters and mighty chiefs. Perhaps this is why so many of the non-Native writers who 
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write about us, write this way. Or perhaps it is because of them that these expectations 
have been placed on us. (15) 
In reaction to a mainstream culture's stereotyping of Aboriginal peoples, this passage is 
generalizing and homogenizing mainstream attitudes towards Aboriginal literary productions; 
however, it calls into question the validity of any expectations and mles established for a 
particular segment of creative writing. It is absurd to expect that one individual could possibly 
accumulate such a bulk of knowledge from a multitude of Aboriginal cultures and use that 
knowledge to either break away from or perpetuate classical colonial stereotypes. Aboriginal 
authors are expected to include some markers of Aboriginal identity in their works, often to the 
point of stereotype, and many find this aspect particularly frustrating. Either way, there is a 
strong sense that Aboriginal authors are being locked into a specific ideological framework with 
their writings. Focusing on the techniques and strategies Joseph Boyden, Tomson Highway, and 
Eden Robinson use to subvert these expectations is far more intriguing and makes for a more 
fruitful discussion. When Rossler asks what techniques or strategies differentiate Aboriginal 
writing, Eden Robinson replies, "Humour. Usually dark and dry, but I do enjoy the rage-y stuff 
happening with the younger writers these days" (125). Nicholas Dinka comments that Robinson 
"writes some of the most disturbing fiction that Canadian literature has ever seen" and her 
characters in "Contact Sports " and Blood Sports "make Tony Soprano seem well adjusted." 
Robinson's response: she laughs and says she is just intrigued by serial killers. 
In an interview with Blanca Schorcht, Richard Wagamese expresses links between 
trauma and restrictions on Aboriginal authors and their writings: 
We are supposed to be deeply, darkly metaphysical people who are shape-shifters and 
have shamans at their disposal and beck and call, who are always surviving some kind of 
issue, who are always rising above some fantastic thing—this cataclysmic event that 
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affects not only one's personal life but one's culture and people. And we have to write 
stories that show us escaping the claws of that horrible event or situation. (83) 
Wagamese focuses on individual and communal instances of surviving colonialism and trying to 
move beyond a legacy of trauma, a recurring theme in many Aboriginal texts, both fictional and 
non-fictional. For instance, there is a theme in Three Day Road, Monkey Beach, and Kiss of the 
Fur Queen concerning the abuse children suffered at various residential schools and the long-
lasting and disastrous effects on characters in the respective novels and their communities as a 
whole. 
In Three Day Road, Niska Bird, Xavier Bird, and Elijah Whiskeyjack all attend Birch 
Lake residential school and all three are left with emotional and spiritual scars. Niska recalls the 
nuns waking her in the middle of the night and dragging her to a room where she was made to 
repeat English words over and over until she pronounced them correctly (92). When she was 
caught speaking her native tongue, the nuns would "force lye soap in my mouth and not give me 
anything else to eat for days" (92). This echoes Mick's sentiments in Monkey Beach that "the 
best way to make us white was to fucking torture children" (110). Niska also recalls that "even 
though the walk was not far, the parents were not allowed to visit the children. My mother told 
me this was so that the nuns could work their spells without interruption" (91). The use of the 
word spells plays on notions of malevolence, witchcraft, and demonizes the nuns. Boyden 
intends readers to draw parallels like witchcraft and demonization to casts the nuns teaching at 
the school in a darker light; it weakens their position as members of the Christian community and 
questions their authority. In the case of Monkey Beach, the characters sent to residential school -
Mick and Tmdy - are forever changed and haunted by their experiences. Mick loses his temper 
more than once while talking about his childhood at residential school; in one instance, he 
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shouts, "I'm crazy? You look at your precious church. You look at what they did" (109) at his 
sister-in-law Edith. But there are characters in both Three Day Road and Monkey Beach who 
resist the colonizing efforts of Residential school. Lisamarie's resistance is discussed in Chapter 
Three, so I will briefly discuss Cookie, Mick's deceased wife. After Mick's funeral, his friend 
Barry shows Lisamarie Mick and Cookie's wedding photograph. Naturally, Lisamarie is curious 
about Cookie - especially since she remembers Mick screaming out her name more than once in 
nightmares - and asks Barry to share some stories. He chooses a story that encompasses 
Cookie's fighting spirit: "Cookie got kicked out of three residential schools. At the last one -
guess she was fourteen then - this nun kept picking on her, trying to make her act like a lady. 
Cookie finally got sick of it and started shouting, "You honkies want women to be like cookies, 
all sweet and dainty and easy to eat. But I'm fry bread, you bitch, and I'm proud of it" (145). 
Like Cookie, Niska resists cultural assimilation at Residential School. Niska remembers the 
nuns at the school were removing the girls' long hair as "a symbol of wemistikoshiw authority, of 
our defeat" (93), but she refuses to look in the mirror and give them the satisfaction of seeing her 
cry at the loss: "I did not want to give them the reaction of shock and sadness that they so 
wanted" (93). Instead, that night she creeps into the basement and "cut the rest of my hair from 
my head so that all was left was a stubby field" (93) and the next morning, when the nuns 
discover her actions, they call her "devil" (93). 
There is a similar hair-cutting scene in Kiss of the Fur Queen; thus, it is a recurrent trope 
in representing Aboriginal children being stripped of their identity. Upon arriving at the 
Residential school, Champion-Jeremiah wades through "the river of discarded hair" and touches 
his hair one last time "with wistful affection" (52) before it is shaved off. Highway describes 
Champion-Jeremiah as "poised for the slaughter" (52) and likens the hair-cutting to being 
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"skinned alive" (53). After all his hair is gone, Champion-Jeremiah can no longer hold back the 
tears. The Okimasis brothers Champion-Jermemiah and Dancer-Gabriel suffer the most at 
residential school; the boys are sexually abused by the priests. Highway includes several 
extremely descriptive and graphic scenes of the sexual abuse perpetrated on the younger brother 
Dancer-Gabriel. What makes Highway's description absolutely unnerving is his blending of the 
sacred and the profane: "Father Lafluer bent, closer and closer, until the crucifix that dangled 
from his neck came to rest on Gabriel's face. The subtly throbbing motion of the priest's upper 
body made the naked Jesus Christ - this sliver of silver light, this fleshly Son of God so achingly 
beautiful - mb his body against the child's lips, over and over and over again" (78). Gabriel 
remembers in his half-dream state that "this man nailed to the cross was a living, breathing man, 
tasting like Gabriel's most favourite food, warm honey" (78-79). This event twists and molds an 
innocent Dancer-Gabriel, forever altering his psyche, his sense of self, and his spirituality. But 
Highway is not completely heartless and does include humour in the novel. While at the school, 
the priests insist all the boys pray "Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with Thee; blessed art 
Thou amongst women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus" (71) before going to sleep. 
The boys recite the words as best they can, mispronouncing the words and creating confusion 
because to them the prayer makes no sense. Dancer-Gabriel recites the "non-sensical syllables" 
of the Hail Mary prayer: "Hello merry, mutter of cod, play for ussinees, now anat tee ower of 
ower beth, aw men" (71). This pronunciation and spelling produce a comical effect, directing 
attention to the absurdness of the words if the speaker fails to understand their meaning. 
Sam McKegney argues the results of cultural assimilation at residential schools forced 
children to "occupy a liminal space characterized by disillusion, identity crisis, and despair" 
because they were "divorced from their traditional cultures while at the same time refused entry 
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into prosperous white Canada" (79-80). Literatures of trauma or survivance, to use Vizenor's 
term, function at once as both catharsis and catalyst. Vizenor defines survivance as "a 
continuance of stories, not merely a reaction, however pertinent... of renunciations of 
dominance, detractions, obtmsions, the unbearable sentiments of tragedy, and the legacy of 
victimry" (1) and as "a practice, not an ideology, dissimulation or a theory" (11). His usage of 
the word 'practice' implies an element of change; therefore, survivance is an active and self-
motivated approach to coping with and moving past trauma. And literature provides the perfect 
battleground for discussion. Deena Rymhs states that for Aboriginal communities "literature has 
been an important fomm for testifying to past and present injustices" and the amount of 
residential school writings in the 1980s and 1990s provided "an outlet for individuals and 
communities to work through the effects of these institutions" (108). This is especially tme for 
Tomson Highway, who claims in an interview with Suzzane Methot for Quill & Quire that for 
the sake of his health, he had to write Kiss of the Fur Queen: "I didn't have a choice. I had to 
write this book. It came screaming out because this story needed desperately to be told." 
Kristina Fagan claims Kiss of the Fur Queen was Highway's writing about "the sexual abuse that 
he suffered in school, abuse, of which, for many years, he was unable to speak" (215). Writing 
the novel gave Highway a way to purge the emotional trauma associated with a childhood 
experience in residential school, provided a sense of closure, and lastly facilitated emotional and 
spiritual healing. 
Writing about personal experiences of suffering at Residential schools serves other 
important purposes than catharsis. The survivors who are brave and willing enough to share 
their stories create counter-narratives; their writings create a body of literature which draws 
attention to the other side(s) of 'historical' accounts, simultaneously questioning a seemingly 
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universal and biased Western narrative and humanizing the traumatic events by giving faces to 
the previously faceless. The aim of these stories is to gain recognition for the cultural and 
personal sufferings undergone at various Residential schools across Canada, and finally in June 
2008, on behalf of the Government of Canada, Prime Minister Stephen Harper issued an official 
apology to the Aboriginal peoples for the Residential School system. Harper expresses regret 
that the consequences of Residential schools continue to have "a lasting and damaging impact on 
Aboriginal culture, heritage and language" and recognizes that the "absence of an apology has 
been an impediment to healing and reconciliation." He continues, "on behalf of the Government 
of Canada and all Canadians, I stand before you ... to apologize to Aboriginal peoples for 
Canada's role in the Indian Residential Schools system." I will never forget the faces of the men 
and women in the First Nations Centre here at UNBC after that announcement. Some were 
overcome with joy, the joy of having their sufferings, or the sufferings of their parents and 
grandparents validated, while others expressed anger that the apology was so long in coming. 
Other faces were expressionless, and there were many, many tears and loving embraces. 
Colonization destroyed many stories; as a consequence, Aboriginal peoples are 
understandably hesitant to share their stories outside of their own communities and cultures. 
In the Western perspective, when it comes to sharing Aboriginal knowledge, I believe there is an 
expectation of full disclosure; however, Aboriginal peoples have the right to protect and maintain 
ownership of their knowledge. More than this, they have the right to preserve their oral histories, 
languages, and unique cultures; therein lays the challenge, as many Aboriginal cultures were 
suppressed by colonization and, thus, many stories and languages are either lost or in danger of 
becoming so. Thanks in part to the Residential School system and its near decimation of 
Aboriginal languages, future generations of Aboriginal children may never know the oral stories 
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of their respective Nations, only the translated, text versions. Oral stories are depositories and 
disseminators of knowledges, and while transcribed, they empower Aboriginal cultures. 
Whether we like it or not, Foucauldian power of discourse operates here, and the fact that 
Aboriginal writers record their traditions enables their powers of enunciation. 
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Conclusion 
The narratives of Joseph Boyden and Eden Robinson explore and give voice to the many 
ways in which contemporary Aboriginal authors still negotiate the tensions between Eurocentric 
and Aboriginal worldviews. By drawing attention to and articulating the devastating legacies of 
colonization in Aboriginal communities, these authors draw attention to unequal power 
structures of identity, culture, and history. In turn, each author creates a postmodern narrative 
which resists, challenges, and subverts traditional (colonial) binaries and homogenous 
representation of Aboriginal cultures in literature. Moreover, the main characters in each novel -
Xavier Bird and Elijah Whiskeyjack of Three Day Road, Lisamarie Hill of Monkey Beach, as 
well as Kiss of the Fur Queen's Champion-Jeremiah and Dancer-Gabriel Okimasis - all stmggle 
with the challenge of crossing the boundaries between the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
worlds. In other words, their respective lives are a delicate balancing act (and indeed a choice) 
between embracing and resisting Eurocentric and traditional Aboriginal lifestyles. The 
protagonists' searches for their individual and communal identities are shaped by relationships 
with their surroundings, their families, and colliding cultural philosophies. In addition, each 
protagonist faces devastating obstacles on their road to self-identity, and yet, through all the 
turmoil, each character finds solace in his or her own unique way and gains the internal strength 
to continue on. 
Joseph Boyden's passion to "shine a little light on a part of history that so few know 
about" ("Pushing Out" 221) inspires him to explore difficult questions about identity formation 
within a context of racism, violence, and loss. Vikki Visvis argues that Boyden inverts the 
"discourse of savagery that is inherent in Western constmctions of the Windigo" (241), 
encouraging a reassessment of Eurocentric stereotypes of cultural dominance and assimilation. 
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The windigo motifs, both on and off the battlefield, are the cmx of this discussion. Windigos are 
outsiders, exiled from their communities because they have lost their humanity and, therefore, 
pose a great threat; in this way, windigos inhabit the in-between, the hybrid space or even 
multiple spaces. By contrasting Niska's windigo stories - Micah's wife and child and the man 
from Thunderhouse Rapids - with the transformation of Elijah, Boyden explores the 
transformative powers of violence, the lengths humans will go to in order to survive, and the 
punishment(s) for transgressing societally accepted boundaries. Niska's windigo stories also 
serve other purposes; first, the stories give Xavier a cultural account of the past, both personal 
and communal, and secondly, they provide the knowledge he needs to recognize Elijah's 
transformation and allow him to take up the hereditary mantle of wzW/go-slayer. 
Both Joseph Boyden and Tomson Highway use the windigo figure in their respective 
novels Three Day Road and Kiss of the Fur Queen as metaphor to explore cultural tensions and 
critique wrong-doings of the past. There is no greater illustration of cultural tensions than war. 
Boyden refers to the war as an entity sucking the life out of Saint-Eloi and then moving on to try 
and quell its insatiable hunger; in this way, we see the war itself as a windigo figure. Also in the 
novel, Boyden uses the windigo as a metaphor for addiction to a very specific dmg, morphine. 
This painkiller is given to the soldiers injured on the battlefield; hence, there are distinct 
connections between war, morphine, and the windigo. Furthermore, morphine becomes a 
catalyst for Elijah 'going windigo,' a transformation from which there is no return. 
The hybridity of the windigo allows the creature to exist not only in traditional stories but 
also makes it a perfect metaphor for the evils of Western capitalist society. More than this, the 
ever-starving nature of the windigo (according to the translations of traditional stories) is 
reflected in human greed and cycles of abuse. In Kiss of the Fur Queen, the Polo Park Shopping 
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Mall and the brothers' discussion of the Weesageechak story while dining in the food court are 
Highway's critique of the greed inherent in capitalism. Champion-Jeremiah's narrative 
concerning the monstrous appearance and behaviour of Father LaFleur clearly illustrate the 
windigo as a metaphor for sexual abuse. The villainous priest is the embodiment of the worst 
aspects of Eurocentric vices, a lecherous holy man, and Aboriginal beliefs, where the windigo is 
one of the most feared beings. 
While Boyden's and Highway's windigo's are operating either in traditional Aboriginal 
contexts, or as tropes within wider societal frameworks, the sasquatch/b 'gwus is a source of 
mystery for Robinson who uses many techniques in her Monkey Beach to keep the creature 
hidden in a constant state of ambiguity. She delights in blurring boundaries, using the Gothic to 
question and undermine homogenous representations of Aboriginal history and culture, thus 
restoring the value and meaning(s) of traditional stories. She also continuously plays with the 
cultural tensions between Eurocentric and Aboriginal worldviews, especially concerning spirits 
and the spirit world. For Lisamarie, Monkey Beach is where the physical and spiritual worlds 
merge; it is a distinctly Gothic setting, isolated from both Western and Aboriginal communities 
and inhabited by b 'gwus and other spirits. In her search for self-identity, Lisamarie's 
monstrosity, her fighting spirit, and her resistance to further colonization allow readers to see 
connections and draw parallels with the b 'gwus and T'sonoqua figures in the novel. 
Howells suggests that Eden Robinson's narrative expresses tensions between "a desire to 
listen to voices from the past and a social commitment to represent the real lives of Aboriginal 
people in contemporary Canada" (191). To avoid the reinforcement of damaging stereotypes, 
Robinson firmly anchors her story in the Haisla community, for she cannot represent all 
Aboriginal communities. Lisamarie's search for her missing brother Jimmy becomes a quest to 
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rediscover her Aboriginal identity. Her childhood and teenage years are a constant stmggle 
between her parents' embracing Eurocentric ways of living and Ma-ma-oo's teachings about 
traditional Haisla ways. Ma-ma-oo's wisdom gives Lisamarie the strength and ability to 
discover her own hybrid identity and slowly Lisamarie understands the intimate connections 
between the physical and spiritual worlds. 
Completing this thesis has been an extremely challenging task because it has been a 
process of both learning and un-leaming. When looking at the texts, I often found myself asking 
Helen Hoy's question: How should I read these? Hoy suggests that for the cultural outsider, like 
myself, the question involves "unfortunate occasions for either absolute, irreducible distance or 
for presumptuous familiarity" (11). While alluding to the dangers of "fixating or ignoring 
difference" (11), she also points to the tensions between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
perspectives on interpretation of literature. Rather than risk generalizing literature written by 
female Aboriginal authors, Hoy claims her book is "tracing an evolution" (26), a personal 
learning process as both a writer and a teacher. Figuratively, she sees her book as "a series of 
switchbacks on a mountain trail, from which it is possible to view the same tree, the same 
outcropping, not only first from below and then from above, but also from opposing directions" 
(25). Like Hoy, I see my experiences researching and writing this thesis as a scholarly and 
personal journey and along the way I have changed. As I mentioned in the Introduction, this 
thesis reflects my stmggles with the tensions between Eurocentric and diverse Aboriginal 
worldviews, and her words compliment my guiding lesson from the story "Coyote's Eyes" and 
reinforce the importance of my focus on hybridity and a multiplicity of perspectives. 
In Boyden's and Robinson's converging discursive continuum, the windigo and 
sasquatch/b 'gwus function as bridges between Western mainstream and Aboriginal cultures. 
Smith 106 
These figures exist in multiple and hybrid spaces that enable dialogic imagination and 
understanding of cultural differences. As Bhabha says, "[i]t is in this space that we will find 
those words with which we can speak of Ourselves and Others. And by exploring this hybridity, 
this 'Third Space,' we may elude the politics of polarity and emerge as the others of our selves 
("Cultural Diversity" 209). The identities of windigo and sasquatch/b 'gwus are in constant flux, 
always hovering on the borders of man and animal, the physical and spiritual realms, and history, 
myth, and story. While focusing on the host of dynamic relationships Boyden and Robinson 
represent in their writings, my work reveals the strategies that enable them to celebrate the 
creation of new stories that arise out of the ashes of the old stories: new stories for new 
generations. 
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